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  Chapter One. A Hero who rose from the Ranks.


  More than a hundred years ago, there lived a man who dwelt in a mud cottage in the county of York; his name was Cook. He was a poor, honest labourer—a farm servant. This man was the father of that James Cook who lived to be a captain in the British Navy, and who, before he was killed, became one of the best and greatest navigators that ever spread his sails to the breeze and crossed the stormy sea.


  Captain Cook was a true hero. His name is known throughout the whole world wherever books are read. He was born in the lowest condition of life, and raised himself to the highest point of fame. He was a self-taught man too. No large sums of money or long years of time were spent upon his schooling. No college education made him what he was. An old woman taught him his letters, but he was not sent to school till he was thirteen years of age. He remained only four years at the village school, where he learned a little writing and a little figuring. This was all he had to start with. The knowledge which he afterwards acquired, the great deeds that he performed, and the wonderful discoveries that he made, were all owing to the sound brain, the patient persevering spirit, the modest practical nature, and the good stout arm with which the Almighty had blessed him. It is the glory of England that many of her greatest men have risen from the ranks of those sons of toil who earn their daily bread in the sweat of their brow. Among all who have thus risen, few stand so high as Captain Cook.


  Many bold things he did, many strange regions he visited, in his voyages round the world, the records of which fill bulky volumes. In this little book we shall confine our attention to some of the interesting discoveries that were made by him among the romantic islands of the South Pacific—islands which are so beautiful that they have been aptly styled “gems of ocean,” but which, nevertheless, are inhabited by savage races so thoroughly addicted to the terrible practice of eating human flesh, that we have thought fit to adopt the other, and not less appropriate, name of the Cannibal Islands.


  Before proceeding with the narrative, let us glance briefly at the early career of Captain James Cook. He was born in 1728. After receiving the very slight education already referred to, he was bound apprentice to a shopkeeper. But the roving spirit within him soon caused him to break away from an occupation so uncongenial. He passed little more than a year behind the counter, and then, in 1746, went to sea.


  Young Cook’s first voyages were in connection with the coasting trade. He began his career in a collier trading between London and Newcastle. In a very short time it became evident that he would soon be a rising man. Promotion came rapidly. Little more than three years after the expiry of his apprenticeship he became mate of the Friendship, but, a few years later, he turned a longing eye on the navy—“having,” as he himself said, “a mind to try his fortune that way.” In the year 1755 he entered the King’s service on board the Eagle, a sixty-gun ship, commanded by Sir Hugh Palliser. This officer was one of Cook’s warmest friends through life.


  In the navy the young sailor displayed the same steady, thorough-going character that had won him advancement in the coasting trade. The secret of his good fortune (if secret it may be called) was his untiring perseverance and energy in the pursuit of one object at one time. His attention was never divided. He seemed to have the power of giving his whole soul to the work in hand, whatever that might be, without troubling himself about the future. Whatever his hand found to do he did it with all his might. The consequence was that he became a first-rate man. His superiors soon found that out. He did not require to boast or push himself forward. His work spoke for him, and the result was that he was promoted from the forecastle to the quarter-deck, and became a master on board the Mercury when he was about thirty years of age.


  About this time he went with the fleet to the Gulf of Saint Lawrence, and took part in the war then raging between the British and French in Canada. Winter in that region is long and bitterly cold. The gulfs and rivers there are at that season covered with thick ice; ships cannot move about, and war cannot be carried on. Thus the fleet was for a long period inactive. Cook took advantage of this leisure time to study mathematics and astronomy, and, although he little thought it, was thus fitting himself for the great work of discovery which he afterwards undertook with signal success.


  In this expedition to Canada Cook distinguished himself greatly—especially in his surveys of the Gulf of Saint Lawrence, and in piloting the fleet safely through the dangerous shoals and rocks of that inland sea. So careful and correct was he in all that he did, that men in power and in high places began to take special notice of him; and, finally, when, in the year 1767, an expedition of importance was about to be sent to the southern seas for scientific purposes, Cook was chosen to command it.


  This was indeed a high honour, for the success of that expedition depended on the man who should be placed at its head. In order to mark the importance of the command, and at the same time invest the commander with proper authority, Cook was promoted to the rank of lieutenant in the Royal Navy. He had long been a gentleman in heart and conduct; he was now raised to the social position of one by the King’s commission.


  From this point in his career Cook’s history as a great navigator and discoverer began. We shall now follow him more closely in his brilliant course over the world of waters. He was about forty years of age at this time; modest and unassuming in manners and appearance; upwards of six feet high, and good-looking, with quick piercing eyes and brown hair, which latter he wore, according to the fashion of the time, tied behind in a pig-tail. It was not until the end of his first voyage that he was promoted to the rank of captain.
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  Chapter Two. Shows what Men will do and dare in the Cause of Science.


  Men who study the stars tell us strange and wonderful things—things that the unlearned find it hard to understand, and harder still to believe, yet things that we are now as sure of as we are of the fact that two and two make four!


  There was a time when men said that the sun moved round the earth; and very natural it was in men to say so, for, to the eye of sense, it looks as if this were really the case. But those who study the stars have found out that the earth moves round the sun—a discovery which has been of the greatest importance to mankind—though the importance thereof cannot be fully understood except by scientific men.


  Among other difficult things, these astronomers have attempted to measure the distance of the sun, moon, and stars from our earth. Moreover, they have tried to ascertain the exact size of these celestial lights, and they have, to a considerable extent, been successful in their efforts. By their complicated calculations, the men who study the stars can tell the exact day, hour, and minute when certain events will happen, such as an eclipse of the sun or of the moon.


  Now, about the year 1768 the attention of the scientific world was eagerly turned to an event which was to take place in the following year. This was the passage of the planet Venus across the face of the sun. Astronomers term this the Transit of Venus. It happens very seldom: it occurred in 1769, but not again till 1874, and 1882. By observing this passage—this transit—of Venus across the sun from different parts of our earth, it was hoped that such information could be obtained as would enable us to measure not only the distance of the sun from the earth with greater accuracy than heretofore, but also the extent of the whole host of stars that move with our earth around the sun and form what is called our Solar System.


  An opportunity occurring so seldom was not to be lost. Learned men were sent to all parts of the world to observe the event. Among others, Captain Cook was sent to the south seas—there, among the far-off coral isles, to note the passage of a little star across the sun’s face—an apparently trifling, though in reality important, event in the history of science.


  So much for the object of Cook’s first voyage. Let us now turn to the details thereof.


  The vessel chosen by him for his long and dangerous voyage to unknown seas was a small one of only 370 tons burden. It was named the Endeavour. The crew consisted of forty-one seamen, twelve marines, and nine servants—these, with the officers and the scientific men of the expedition, made up a body of eighty-five persons.


  The scientific men above mentioned were, Mr Green, an astronomer; Mr Banks, a naturalist, who afterwards became Sir Joseph Banks and a celebrated man; Doctor Solander, who was also a naturalist; and two draughtsmen, one of whom was skilled in drawing objects of natural history, the other in taking views of scenery.


  The Endeavour was victualled for a cruise of eighteen months. She was a three-masted vessel of the barque rig, and carried twenty-two large guns, besides a store of small arms,—for the region of the world to which they were bound was inhabited by savages, against whom they might find it necessary to defend themselves.


  When all was ready, Captain Cook hoisted his flag, and spread his sails, and, on the 26th of August 1768, the voyage began—England soon dropped out of sight astern, and ere long the blue sky above and the blue sea below were all that remained for the eyes of the navigators to rest upon.


  It is a wonderful thought, when we come to consider it, the idea of going to sea! To sailors who are used to it, the thought, indeed, may be very commonplace, and to lazy minds that are not much given to think deeply upon any subject, the thought may not appear very wonderful; but it is so, nevertheless, to us, men of the land, when we calmly sit down and ponder the idea of making to ourselves a house of planks and beams of wood, launching it upon the sea, loading it with food and merchandise, setting up tall poles above its roof, spreading great sheets thereon, and then rushing out upon the troubled waters of the great deep, there, for days and nights, for weeks and months, and even years, to brave the fury of the winds and waves, with nothing between us and death except a wooden plank, some two or three inches thick!


  It seems a bold thing for man to act in this fashion, even when he is accustomed to it, and when he knows all about the sea which he sails over; but when, like Cook, he knows very little about the far-off ocean to which he is bound, his boldness seems and really is, much greater. It is this very uncertainty, however, that charms the minds of enterprising men, and gives interest to such voyages.


  The Bible says, “They that go down to the sea in ships, that do business in great waters; these see the works of the Lord, and His wonders in the deep.” Navigators in all ages have borne testimony to the truth of this. The very first pages in Cook’s journal mention some of these wonders. He says that, while they were off the coast of Spain, Mr Banks and Dr Solander, the naturalists, had an opportunity of observing some very curious marine animals, some of which were like jelly, and so colourless that it was difficult to see them in the water except at night, when they became luminous, and glowed like pale liquid fire. One, that was carefully examined, was about three inches long, and an inch thick, with a hollow passing quite through it, and a brown spot at one end, which was supposed to be its stomach. Four of these, when first taken up out of the sea in a bucket, were found to be adhering together, and were supposed to be one animal; but on being put into a glass of water they separated and swam briskly about. Many of them resembled precious stones, and shone in the water with bright and beautiful colours. One little animal of this kind lived several hours in a glass of salt water, swimming about with great agility, and at every motion displaying a change of colours.


  These Medusae, as they are called, have been spoken of by many travellers, who tell us that in some parts of the sea they are so numerous that the whole ocean is covered with them, and seems to be composed of liquid fire, usually of a pale blue or green colour. The appearance is described as being of great splendour. Even in the seas on our own coasts this beautiful light is often seen. It is called phosphoric light. Something of the same kind may be seen in the carcass of a decaying fish if taken into a dark room.


  Not long after this, they saw flying-fish. Cook says that when seen from the cabin windows they were beautiful beyond imagination, their sides having the colour and brightness of burnished silver. When seen from the deck they did not look so beautiful, because their backs were of a dark colour. It must not be supposed that these fish could fly about in the air like birds. They can only fly a few yards at a time. They usually rise suddenly from the waves, fly as if in a great hurry, not more than a yard or two above the surface, and then drop as suddenly back into the sea as they rose out of it. The two fins near the shoulders of the fish are very long, so that they can be used as wings for these short flights. When chased by their enemy, the dolphin, flying-fish usually take a flight in order to escape. They do not, however, appear to be able to use their eyes when out of the water, for they have been seen to fly against ships at sea, get entangled in the rigging, and fall helpless on the deck. They are not quite so large as a herring, and are considered very good eating.


  On drawing near to Cape Horn, on the extreme south of South America, the voyagers began to prepare for bad weather, for this Cape is notorious for its storms. Few mariners approach the Horn without some preparation, for many a good ship has gone to the bottom in the gales that blow there.


  It was here that they first fell in with savages. The ship having approached close to that part of the land named Tierra del Fuego, natives were observed on shore. As Mr Banks and Dr Solander were anxious to visit them, a boat was lowered and sent ashore. They landed near a bay in the lee of some rocks where the water was smooth. Thirty or forty of the Indians soon made their appearance at the end of a sandy beach on the other side of the bay, but seeing that there were twelve Europeans in the boat they were afraid, and retreated. Mr Banks and Dr Solander then advanced about one hundred yards, on which two of the Indians returned, and, having advanced some paces, sat down. As soon as the gentlemen came up the savages rose and each threw away a small stick which he had carried in his hand. This was intended for a sign of peace. They then walked briskly towards their companions, who had halted about fifty yards behind them, and beckoned the gentlemen to follow, which they did. They were received with many uncouth signs of friendship, and, in return, gave the savages some beads and ribbons, which greatly delighted them.


  A feeling of good-will having been thus established, the two parties joined and tried to hold converse by means of signs. Three of the Indians agreed to accompany them back to the ship, and when they got on board one of the wild visitors began to go through some extraordinary antics. When he was taken to any new part of the ship, or when he was shown any new thing, he shouted with all his force for some minutes, without directing his voice either to the people of the ship or to his companions.


  Some beef and bread being given to them, they ate it, but did not seem to relish it much. Nevertheless, such of it as they did not eat they took away with them. But they would not swallow a drop either of wine or spirits. They put the glass to their lips, but, having tasted the liquor, they returned it with looks of disgust.


  Cook says he was much surprised at the want of curiosity in these savages of the Cape, and seems to have formed a very low opinion of them. They were conducted all over the ship, yet, although they saw a vast number of beautiful and curious things that must have been quite new to them, they did not give vent to any expression of wonder or pleasure—for the howling above spoken of did not seem to be either,—and when they returned to land they did not seem anxious to tell what they had seen, neither did their comrades appear desirous of hearing anything about their visit to the ship. Altogether, they seemed a much lower race of people than the inhabitants of the South-Sea Islands whom Cook afterwards visited.
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  Chapter Three. Describes an Adventure in the Mountains, and tells of Tierra Del Fuego.


  One of the main objects that Mr Banks and Dr Solander had in view in going with Captain Cook on this voyage was to collect specimens of plants and insects in the new countries they were about to visit. The country near Cape Horn was at that time almost unknown: indeed, it is not much known even at the present day. The two naturalists of the expedition were therefore anxious to land and explore the shore.


  Accordingly, early one fine morning a party went ashore to ascend one of the mountains. It consisted of Mr Banks and Dr Solander with their servants, two of whom were negroes; Mr Buchan, the draughtsman; Mr Monkhouse, the surgeon of the ship; and Mr Green, the astronomer. These set off to push as far as they could into the country, intending to return before night. They were accompanied by two seamen, who carried their baggage.


  The hills, when viewed from a distance, seemed to be partly wooded; above the wood there was a plain, and beyond that bare rocks. Mr Banks hoped to get through the woods, and made no doubt that beyond it he would find new sorts of plants which no botanists had ever yet heard of. They entered the wood full of hope, and with much of the excitement that men cannot but feel when exploring a country that has never been trodden by the foot of a civilised man since the world began.


  It took them, however, much longer to get through the pathless wood than they had expected. It was afternoon before they reached what they had taken for a plain, but which, to their great disappointment, they found to be a swamp covered with low bushes, which were so stubborn that they could not break through them, and were therefore compelled to step over them, while at every step they sank up to the ankles in mud—a mode of progress so fatiguing that they were all very soon exhausted. To make matters worse, the weather became gloomy and cold, with sudden blasts of piercing wind accompanied by snow.


  They pushed on vigorously notwithstanding, and had well-nigh crossed the swamp when Mr Buchan was suddenly seized with a fit. This compelled a halt. As he could not go further, a fire was kindled, and those who were most fatigued were left behind to take care of him, while the rest continued to advance. At last they reached the summit of the mountain, and were rewarded for their toil by the botanical specimens discovered there. It was late in the day by that time, and as it was impossible to get back to the ship that night, they were obliged to make up their minds to bivouac on the mountain, a necessity which caused them no little uneasiness, for it had now become bitterly cold. Sharp blasts of wind became so frequent, however, that they could not remain on the exposed mountain-side, and were obliged to make for the shelter of the woods in the nearest valley.


  Mr Buchan having recovered, and the whole party having reassembled, they set out to recross the swamp, intending, when they should get into the woods, to build a hut of leaves and branches, kindle a fire, and pass the night there as well as they could. But an overpowering torpor had now begun to seize hold upon some of the party, and it was with the greatest difficulty the others could prevent the drowsy ones from lying down to sleep in the snow. This almost irresistible tendency to sleep is common in cold countries. It is one of the effects of extreme cold upon exhausted men, and is a very dangerous condition, because those who fall into it cannot resist giving way to it, even though they know that if they do so they will certainly die.


  Dr Solander, who had formerly travelled on the snow-topped mountains of Norway, was aware of the danger of giving way to this feeling, and strove to prevent his companions from falling into the fatal rest. “Whoever sits down,” said he, “will sleep, and whoever sleeps will awake no more.”


  Strange to say, Dr Solander was the first to disregard his own warning. While they were still pushing across the naked side of the mountain, the cold became suddenly so intense that it increased the effect they dreaded so much. The doctor found the desire to rest so irresistible that he insisted on being suffered to lie down. Mr Banks tried to prevent him, but in vain. Down he lay upon the ground, covered though it was with snow, and all that his friends could do was to keep shaking him, and so prevent him from falling into the fatal sleep. At the same time one of the negro servants became affected in a similar manner. Mr Banks, therefore, sent forward five of the company with orders to get a fire ready at the first convenient place they could find, while himself with four others remained with the doctor and the negro, whom partly by entreaty and partly by force, they roused up and brought on for some little distance. But when they had got through the greatest part of the swamp they both declared they could go no further. Again Mr Banks tried to reason with the two unfortunate men, pointing out their extreme danger, and beseeching them to make an effort to advance. But all he could say had no effect.


  When the negro was told that if he would not go on he must, in a short time, be frozen to death, he answered that he desired nothing but to be allowed to lie down and die. Dr Solander, on being told the same thing, replied that he was willing to go on but that he must “first take some sleep,” forgetting apparently that he had before told his comrades that to sleep was to perish.


  As Mr Banks and his companions could not carry them, there was no help for it—they were suffered to sit down, being partly supported by the bushes. In a few minutes they were both sound asleep. Providentially, just at that time, some of the people who had been sent forward returned with the welcome news that a fire had been lighted not more than a quarter of a mile off. Renewed attempts were therefore made to rouse the sleepers. But the negro was past help. Every effort failed to awaken him. With Dr Solander they were more successful, yet, though he had not slept five minutes he had almost lost the use of his limbs, and the muscles were so shrunken that the shoes fell off his feet. Staggering and stumbling among the slush and snow, more dead than alive, he was half carried, half dragged by his comrades to the fire.


  Meanwhile the other negro and a seaman were left in charge of the unfortunate black servant, with directions to stay by him and do what they could for him until help should be sent. The moment Dr Solander was got to the fire, two of the strongest of the party who had been refreshed were sent back to bring in the negro. In half an hour, however, they had the mortification to see these two men return alone. They had been unable to find their comrades. This at first seemed unaccountable, but when it was discovered that the only bottle of rum belonging to the party was amissing, Mr Banks thought it probable that it had been in the knapsack of one of the absent men, that by means of it the sleeping negro had been revived, that they had then tried to reach the fire without waiting for assistance, and so had lost themselves.


  It was by this time quite dark, another heavy fall of snow had come on, and continued for two hours, so that all hope of seeing them again alive was given up, for it must be remembered that the men remaining by the fire were so thoroughly knocked up that had they gone out to try to save their comrades they would in all probability have lost their own lives. Towards midnight, however, a shout was heard at some distance. Mr Banks, with four others, went out immediately, and found the seaman who had been left with the two negroes, staggering along with just strength enough to keep on his legs. He was quickly brought to the fire, and, having described where the other two were, Mr Banks proceeded in search of them. They were soon found. The first negro, who had sunk down at the same time with Dr Solander, was found standing on his legs, but unable to move. The other negro was lying on the snow as insensible as a stone.


  All hands were now called from the fire, and an attempt was made to carry them to it, but every man was so weak from cold, hunger, and fatigue that the united strength of the whole party was not sufficient for this. The night was extremely dark, the snow was very deep, and although they were but a short distance from the fire, it was as much as each man could do to make his way back to it, stumbling and falling as he went through bogs and bushes.


  Thus the poor negroes were left to their sad fate, and some of the others were so near sharing that fate with them that they began to lose their sense of feeling. One of Mr Banks’s servants became so ill, that it was feared he would die before he could be got to the fire.


  At the fire, however, they did eventually arrive, and beside it passed a dreadful night of anxiety, grief, and suffering. Of the twelve who had set out on this unfortunate expedition in health and good spirits two were dead; a third was so ill that it was doubtful whether he would be able to go forward in the morning; and a fourth, Mr Buchan, was in danger of a return of his fits. They were distant from the ship a long day’s journey, while snow lay deep on the ground and still continued to fall. Moreover, as they had not expected to be out so long, they had no provisions left, except a vulture which chanced to be shot, and which was not large enough to afford each of them quarter of a meal.


  When morning dawned nothing was to be seen, as far as the eye could reach, but snow, which seemed to lie as thick upon the trees as on the ground, and the wind came down in such sudden violent blasts, that they did not dare to resume their journey. How long this might last they knew not. Despair crept slowly over them, and they began gloomily to believe that they were doomed to perish of hunger and cold in that dreary waste. But the Almighty, who often affords help to man when his case seems most hopeless and desperate, sent deliverance in a way most agreeable and unexpected. He caused a soft, mild breeze to blow, under the influence of which the clouds began to clear away, the intense cold moderated, and the gladdening sun broke forth, so that with revived spirits and frames the wanderers were enabled to start on the return journey to the coast.


  Before doing so, they cooked and ate the vulture, and it is probable that they devoured that meal with fully as much eagerness and satisfaction as the ravenous bird itself ever devoured its prey. It was but a light breakfast, however. After being skinned, the bird was divided into ten portions, and every man cooked his own as he thought fit, but each did not receive above three mouthfuls. Nevertheless it strengthened them enough to enable them to return to the ship, where they were received by their anxious friends with much joy and thankfulness.


  The month of December is the middle of summer in the land at the extreme south of South America.


  That land occupies much about the same position on the southern half of this world that we occupy on the northern half; so that, when it is winter with us, it is summer there. The climate is rigorous and stormy in the extreme, and the description given of the natives shows that they are a wretched and forlorn race of human beings. Captain Cook visited one of their villages before leaving the coast. It contained about a dozen dwellings of the poorest description. They were mere hovels; nothing more than a few poles set up in a circle and meeting together at the top, each forming a kind of cone. On the weather side each cone was covered with a few boughs and a little grass. The other side was left open to let the light in and the smoke out. Furniture they had none. A little grass on the floor served for chairs, tables, and beds. The only articles of manufacture to be seen among the people were a few rude baskets, and a sort of sack in which they carried the shell-fish which formed part of their food. They had also bows and arrows, which were rather neatly made—the arrows with flint heads cleverly fitted on.


  The colour of those savages resembled iron-rust mixed with oil; their hair was long and black. The men were large but clumsy fellows, varying from five feet eight to five feet ten. The women were much smaller, few being above five feet. Their costume consisted of skins of wild animals. The women tied their fur cloaks about the waists with a thong of leather. One would imagine that among people so poor and miserably off there was not temptation to vain show, nevertheless they were fond of making themselves “look fine”! They painted their faces with various colours; white round the eyes, with stripes of red and black across the cheeks, but scarcely any two of them were painted alike. Both men and women wore bracelets of beads made of shells and bones, and, of course, they were greatly delighted with the beads which their visitors presented to them. Their language was harsh in sound; they seemed to have no form of government, and no sort of religion. Altogether they appeared to be the most destitute, as well as the most stupid, of all human beings.
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  Chapter Four. Explains how Coral Islands are made.


  Soon after this adventurous visit to the land of Tierra del Fuego, the Endeavour doubled Cape Horn—and entered the waters of the great Pacific Ocean; and now Cook began to traverse those unknown seas in which his fame as a discoverer was destined to be made. He sailed over this ocean for several weeks, however, before discovering any land. It was on Tuesday morning, the 10th of April, that he fell in with the first of the coral islands. Mr Banks’s servant, Peter Briscoe, was the first to see it, bearing south, at the distance of about ten or twelve miles, and the ship was immediately run in that direction. It was found to be an island of an oval form, with a lake, or lagoon, in the middle of it. In fact, it was like an irregularly-formed ring of land, with the ocean outside and a lake inside. Coral islands vary a good deal in form and size, but the above description is true of many of them.


  To this island the crew of the Endeavour now drew near with looks of eager interest, as may well be believed, for an unknown land necessarily excites feelings of lively curiosity in the breasts of those who discover it.


  It was found to be very narrow in some places, and very low, almost on a level with the sea. Some parts were bare and rocky; others were covered with vegetation, while in several places there were clumps of trees—chiefly cocoa-nut palms. When the ship came within a mile of the breakers, the lead was hove, but no bottom was found with 130 fathoms of line! This was an extraordinary depth so near shore, but they afterwards found that most of the coral islands have great depth of water round them, close outside the breakers.


  They now observed that the island was inhabited, and with the glass counted four-and-twenty natives walking on the beach. These all seemed to be quite naked. They were of a brown colour, and had long black hair. They carried spears of great length in their hands, also a smaller weapon, which appeared to be either a club or a paddle. The huts of these people were under the shade of some palm-trees, and Captain Cook says that to him and his men, who had seen nothing but water and sky for many long months, except the dreary shores of Tierra del Fuego, these groves appeared like paradise.


  They called this Lagoon Island. As night came on soon after they reached it, however, they were compelled to sail away without attempting to land.


  Not long afterwards another island was discovered. This one was in the shape of a bow, with the calm lake, or lagoon, lying between the cord and the bow. It was also inhabited, but Cook did not think it worth his while to land. The natives here had canoes, and the voyagers waited to give them an opportunity of putting off to the ship, but they seemed afraid to do so.


  Now, good reader, you must know that these coral islands of the Pacific are not composed of ordinary rocks, like most other islands of the world, but are literally manufactured or built by millions of extremely small insects which merit particular notice. Let us examine this process of island-making which is carried on very extensively by the artisans of the great South-Sea Factory!


  The coral insect is a small creature of the sea which has been gifted with the power of “secreting” or depositing a lime-like substance, with which it builds to itself a little cell or habitation. It fastens this house to a rock at the bottom of the sea. Like many other creatures the coral insect is sociable; it is fond of company, and is never found working except in connection with millions of its friends. Of all the creatures of earth it shows perhaps the best example of what mighty works can be accomplished by union. One man can do comparatively little, but hundreds of men, united in their work, can achieve wonders, as every one knows. They can erect palaces and cathedrals towering to the skies; they can cover hundred of miles of ground with cities, and connect continents with telegraphs, but, with all their union, all their wisdom, and all their power, men cannot build islands—yet this is done by the coral insect; a thing without hand or brain, a creature with little more than a body and a stomach. It is not much bigger than a pin-head, yet hundreds of the lovely, fertile islands of the Pacific Ocean are formed by this busy animalcule. Many of those islands would never have been there but for the coral insect!


  When corallines (as they are called) set about building an island, they lay the foundation on the top of a submarine mountain. The ordinary islands of the sea are neither more nor less than the tops of those mountains which rise from the bottom of the sea and project above the surface. Some of these sea-mountains rise high above the surface and form large islands; some only peep, so to speak, out of the waves, thus forming small islands; others again do not rise to the surface at all—their highest peaks being several feet below the level of the ocean. It is on these water-covered mountain-tops that the coral insects lay the foundations of their islands. As few mountain-peaks are level, however, whether above or below water, the insect finds it more convenient to form a ring round the sides of the mountain-top than to build on the exact top itself. Then they set to work with the busy industry of bees. Their talents are few; apparently they have received only one, but they turn that one to good account. They fulfil the work for which they were created. No creature can do more!


  They begin to build, and the work advances rapidly, for they are active little masons. The ring round the mountain-top soon begins to shoot upwards and extend outwards. As the labourers continue their work their families increase. It is a thriving and a united community. There are neither wars nor disputes—no quarrelling, no mis-spent time, no misapplied talents. There is unity of action and design, hence the work advances quickly, steadily, and well. In process of time the coral ring becomes a solid wall, which gradually rises above the highest peak of the submarine mountain, and at length approaches the surface of the sea. When it reaches this point the work is done. The coral insect can only work under water. When its delicate head rises above the waves it ceases to build, and, having done its duty, it dies. Those which reach the surface first, die first. The others that are still below water work on, widening and strengthening the wall until they too reach the fatal surface, peep for one moment as it were on the upper world and then perish. Thus the active builders go on adding to the width of the structure, and dying by successive relays; working with their little might during their brief existence, and knowing nothing of the great end which is to result from their modest busy lives.


  With the death of the coral insects the foundation-stone of the island is laid, in the form of a ring just peeping out of the ocean. Thenceforth other creatures continue the work. The waves lash and beat upon the uppermost coral cells and break them up into fine white sand. Currents of ocean throw upon this beach pieces of sea-weed and drifting marine substances of various kinds. The winds convey the lighter seeds of land plants to it, and sea-birds that alight upon it to rest do the same thing. Thus, little by little, things accumulate on the top of the coral ring until the summit rises above the reach and fury of the waves. No sooner is this accomplished than the genial sun of those regions calls the seeds into life. A few blades of green shoot up. These are the little tokens of life that give promise of the luxuriance yet to come. Soon the island ring is clothed with rich and beautiful vegetation, cocoa-nut palms begin to sprout and sea-fowl to find shelter where, in former days, the waves of the salt sea alone were to be found. In process of time the roving South-Sea islanders discover this little gem of ocean, and take up their abode on it; and when such a man as Cook sails past it, he sees, perchance, the naked savage on the beach gazing in wonder at his “big canoe,” and the little children swimming like ducks in the calm waters of the lagoon or gambolling like porpoises among the huge breakers outside that roll like driven snow upon the strand.


  During their formation, these islands are fraught with danger to ships, for sometimes, in parts of the ocean where charts show deep water, the sailor finds an unexpected coral reef, and, before he is aware, the good ship runs on this living wall and becomes a wreck. Many a noble vessel goes to sea well appointed and with a good brave crew, but never more returns;—who knows how many such have, when all on board thought themselves secure, been dashed to pieces suddenly, and lost upon the coral reefs of the Pacific?


  These circular islets of coral never rise more than a few feet above the surface of the sea, but there are many other islands in the South Seas—some of which have been thrown up by the action of volcanoes, and are wild, rugged, mountainous, and of every conceivable shape and size.


  The busy corallines before mentioned are so numerous in the South Seas that they build their coral walls everywhere. As they have an objection apparently to commence building in shallow water, they are obliged to keep off the shore a distance of a mile or more, so that when they reach the surface they enclose a belt of water of that width, which is guarded by the reef from the violence of the waves, and forms a splendid natural harbour. Almost every South-Sea island has its coral reef round it, and its harbour of still water between the reef and the shore.


  It would seem as if the beneficent Creator had purposely formed those harbours for man’s convenience, because narrow openings are found in all the reefs, without which, of course, the sheltered waters within could not have been entered. These openings are usually found to occur opposite valleys where the streams from the mountains enter the sea. It is therefore supposed that fresh water kills the coral insects at these places, thus preventing the reef from forming an unbroken circle. Low islets are usually formed on each side of the openings on which a few cocoa-nut trees grow; so that the mariner is thus furnished with a natural beacon by which to guide his vessel clear of the reef safely into the harbour.


  One of the most interesting of the larger islands of the Pacific is Otaheite (now spelt and pronounced Tahiti), at which Captain Cook arrived on the 4th of April 1769. It had been discovered, however, nearly two years before the date of his visit—as the next chapter will show.
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  Chapter Five. Discovery by Captain Wallis of Otaheite or Tahiti.


  The beautiful island of Tahiti was discovered by Captain Wallis in the year 1767.


  It was on a bright day in June when he first saw it from the deck, but when his vessel (the Dolphin) came close to it, a thick mist descended like a veil and shut it out from view of the impatient mariners, who were compelled to lie to until the mist should clear away. At length it rolled off, and disclosed one of the most lovely and delightful scenes that could be imagined.


  The Dolphin being the first ship that ever touched at Tahiti, the natives, as we may well imagine, were filled with amazement at its vast size and curious shape. No sooner did the ship draw near than she was surrounded by hundreds of canoes, containing altogether nearly a thousand naked savages. At first the poor creatures were afraid to draw near. They sat in their little barks gazing at the “big canoe” in silent wonder or talking to each other about her in low eager tones, but never for a moment taking their eyes off this great sight!


  At last, after consulting together, they began to paddle slowly round the ship, and make signs of peace and friendship, which those on board were not slow to return, endeavouring to induce some of them to come on deck. This they were naturally afraid to do, but at length one fellow took heart and began by making a speech, which lasted for full fifteen minutes. As none of the sailors understood a word of it, they were not much enlightened; but the savage, who held a branch of the plantain-tree in his hand during his oration, concluded by casting this branch into the sea. This was meant as a sign of friendship, for soon after, a number of similar branches were thrown on the ship’s deck, and then a few of the islanders ventured on board.


  There was “much talk,” however, on the part of the savages, before they began to feel at ease. Trinkets of various kinds were now offered to them, and they gazed around them with great interest, gradually losing their fears under the kindness of Captain Wallis and his companions. This happy state of things, however, was suddenly interrupted by a goat belonging to the ship, which, not liking the appearance of the strangers, attacked one of them unceremoniously, and butted at him with its head. Turning quickly round, the savage was filled with terror on beholding a creature, the like of which he had never seen before, reared on its hind legs, and preparing to repeat the blow. Without a moment’s hesitation he rushed in consternation to the ship’s side, and plunged into the sea, whither he was followed by all his countrymen in the twinkling of an eye. A storm of musket bullets could not have cleared the deck more quickly than did the attack of that pugnacious goat!


  In a short time they recovered from their terrors, the ill-behaved goat was removed, and some of the natives were again induced to return on board, where they were treated with the utmost kindness, and presented with such trifling gifts as beads and nails, etcetera, much to their delight. Notwithstanding this, however, the visit terminated inharmoniously in consequence of one of the natives snatching a gold-laced hat from an officer’s head, and jumping with it into the sea!


  After this Wallis stood in-shore, intending to anchor, and sent his boats still closer to the land to take soundings. Here they were immediately surrounded by a great number of canoes, and the captain, suspecting the natives of hostile intentions, fired a nine-pounder over their heads. They were much startled by the unknown and terrible sound, but, seeing that no result followed, they proceeded to attack the boats, sending showers of stones into them, and wounding some of the men. It now became necessary to act in earnest, so a musket-shot was discharged at the savage who began the attack. The ball pierced his shoulder, whereupon the whole host paddled to the shore in great terror and confusion.


  Notwithstanding this, the islanders soon returned to the ship with their boughs of peace: a speech was made by one of them. A few trinkets were given by the Europeans, and friendship was again restored; but next morning, when the boats were in-shore searching for fresh water, a second attack was made upon them. Three large canoes ran against the ship’s cutter, and stove in some of her upper planks. The natives were about to leap on board when a volley was fired into them, and two of their number fell into the sea. On seeing this they instantly retired, and the wounded men were dragged into the canoes.


  Never having seen the effects of fire-arms before, the astonished savages apparently could not understand what was wrong with their comrades. They set them on their feet, but finding they could not stand, they tried to make them sit upright. One of them being only wounded, was able to remain in this position, but the other was dead, so they had to lay him in the bottom of their canoe. Once again they made peaceful signs, and Wallis, who was most anxious to avoid bloodshed, met them more than half-way. Traffic was speedily opened, and a considerable quantity of fruit, fowls, and hogs was obtained in exchange for scissors, knives, beads, and small trinkets of little value. But this did not last long. Warlike preparations were renewed by the natives, and many of their canoes were seen to be filled with large pebbles. At last an attack was made on the ship itself, and a regular battle was fought.


  This happened early in the morning when the sailors were engaged trafficking with the people in the canoes that contained provisions. Captain Wallis observed, with some anxiety, that, besides those provision canoes, many others of large size and filled with stones were gradually crowding round the ship; he therefore kept part of the crew armed, and loaded his guns. More canoes were putting off from shore and crowding round until there were about three hundred of them, with upwards of two thousand men, some of whom sang a gruff sort of war-song, while others blew into a shell as if it were a trumpet, and some played on an instrument resembling a flute.


  In the midst of these discordant noises one canoe, larger than the others, and with a canopy over it, pushed alongside, and a naked warrior handed up a bunch of red and yellow feathers. This was, of course, supposed to be a sign of peace, but such was not the case. Immediately afterwards the canoe pushed off and the leader threw into the air the branch of a cocoa-nut tree. This was the signal. A general shout burst from the savages; the canoes made for the ship, and showers of stones were thrown on board. Many of these stones were fully two pounds weight, and as they were thrown with great force, some of the sailors were severely wounded.


  The crew of the Dolphin rushed to quarters. The watch on deck instantly opened a fire of musketry on those nearest the ship, and two of the quarter-deck swivel guns, which happened to be loaded with small-shot, were also discharged. This warm and vigorous reception checked the attack for a few minutes; but the courage of the savages was aroused. They quickly renewed the assault, coming on in all directions, and receiving constant reinforcements from the shore. But now the great guns of the ship were brought into play; the thunder of artillery echoed, for the first time, from the mountain-sides of Tahiti; and, as the heavy balls tore up the sea and crashed upon the shore, the terrified natives in the canoes nearest the ship took to flight.


  Seeing this, the Captain at once ordered the fire to cease, being anxious to do as little harm as possible. This, however, had the effect of restoring confidence to the natives, who lay for some time gazing at the ship from a considerable distance. They had evidently profited by their short experience in this new style of warfare, for, observing that the terrible iron shower came thundering only from the sides of the ship, they made their next attack on the bow and stern—advancing with much daring, and throwing their stones with great violence and good aim, insomuch that some more of the men were severely hurt.


  There is no saying what might have been the end of this fight, had not a lucky cannon-shot, fired from one of the great guns that had been run out at the bow, hit the canoe of the savage chief, and cut it in two. A result so tremendous had the effect of filling the hearts of the savages with terror. Every canoe turned tail and made for the shore in dire confusion, while the people who had crowded the beach took to their heels and ran over the hills in the utmost haste, as if they felt their only safety lay in placing the mountains between them and the terrible strangers in the big canoe. In half an hour not a single canoe was to be seen!


  Captain Wallis now hoped that the natives would feel his immense superiority, and cease a useless contest, but he was mistaken. He was not yet done with them. They were a very determined set of men. Soon after this fight they were observed making preparations for a renewed attack. They could be seen pouring over the hills in all directions, and lurking in the thickets, while, round the point, numbers of war-canoes came paddling to the beach, where fresh warriors and bags of stones were embarked. It was evident that a grand attack was to be made; so Wallis prepared to repel it. Soon after, the bay was crowded with canoes as they paddled straight and swift toward the ship. At once the great guns opened with terrible effect, and so tremendous a fire was kept up that the entire flotilla was almost instantly dispersed. Many of the canoes were run ashore and deserted; others fled round the point, and the savages took to the woods. Into these the fire was then directed, and the natives, who doubtless imagined that no danger could penetrate from such a distance into the heart of their thick bushes, were driven, astonished and horrified, up a hill on which thousands of women and children had taken up their position to witness the fight.


  Here they deemed themselves quite safe, but Captain Wallis resolved to show them that they were not so. He thought that the best thing he could do would be to inspire them with a wholesome dread of his tremendous artillery, so he ordered the guns to be fired at the crowded hill. The shots tore up the earth near a tree under which a dense crowd was collected. It need scarcely be added that the whole host fled on the wings of terror, and in less than two minutes not a man, woman, or child was to be seen.


  The natives now at length submitted. Not many hours after the close of this fight, a few of them came down to the beach carrying green boughs which they stuck into the sand, and placed beside them a peace-offering of hogs and dogs and bundles of native cloth. Of course Wallis was right glad to accept it, and in return gave them presents of hatchets, nails, and other things. Peace was now thoroughly established, and the two parties engaged in amicable traffic with as much good-will as if they had neither quarrelled nor fought. The queen of the island visited the ship, and from that time till the Dolphin left everything went smoothly.


  The ignorance of the natives as to the relative value of various metals was curiously shown one day. In order to find out what things they liked best, Captain Wallis spread before them a coin called a johannes, a guinea, a crown piece, a Spanish dollar, a few shillings, some new halfpence, and two large nails, and made a sign to them to help themselves. The nails were first seized with great eagerness, and then a few of the glittering new halfpence, but the silver and gold lay neglected!


  The friendship thus established continued to increase as long as Wallis remained there, and when at length he took his departure the natives exhibited every sign of extreme regret—the queen especially was inconsolable, and wept bitterly when she bade them farewell.


  Such were a few of the scenes that occurred at the discovery of Tahiti, an island which has since become famous as the scene of the residence of the mutineers of the Bounty, and the field of much earnest and deeply interesting missionary labour.
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  Chapter Six. Captain Cook’s Visit to Tahiti.


  Less than two years after the discovery of Tahiti by Wallis, Captain Cook arrived in the Endeavour at the same island. He first saw its high mountains rise on the horizon on the 11th of June 1769, and soon afterwards a few canoes came off to the ship, but the natives were timid at first. They evidently had not forgotten the thundering guns and crashing shot of the Dolphin.


  In every canoe there were young plantains and branches of trees, which latter were intended as tokens of peace and friendship. The people in one of the canoes ventured to the ship, and handed these branches up the side, making signals at the same time with great earnestness. At first the sailors were unable to make out their meaning, but at length, guessing that they wished those symbols to be placed in some conspicuous part of the ship, they immediately stuck them about the rigging, upon which the natives expressed the greatest satisfaction. Cook then purchased the cargoes of the canoes, consisting of cocoa-nuts and various kinds of fruits, which, after their long voyage, were most acceptable.


  Next morning the Endeavour was safely anchored in a bay called by the natives Matavai. Here the visitors were received with much kindness. The natives regarded them with great respect and awe; the first man who approached them crouching so low that he almost crept on his hands and knees. Then two of the chiefs came forward, and each selected his friend. One chose Cook, and the other selected Mr Banks, and each, taking off the greater part of his clothes, put them solemnly on his chosen friend.


  On visiting their houses afterwards, they passed through delightful groves of trees which were loaded with cocoa-nuts and bread-fruit. These were found to be most excellent food. Before becoming quite ripe the liquid inside the cocoa-nut is said to resemble lemonade, when riper it is more like milk; and the bread-fruit nut, when properly dressed, is like the crumb of wheaten bread; so that it may be said of those favoured regions, with some degree of truth, that the people find something like bread and milk growing on the trees! There is indeed little occasion there for men to work. The fruits of the earth grow luxuriantly in a wild state; hence the natives, although a strong and active race, are habitually indolent. It has been proved, however, that when the blessed influence of the Christian religion is brought to bear on them, the South-Sea islanders are, in mind and body, good specimens of mankind.


  One of the houses visited by Cook, in company with Messrs Banks and Monkhouse, Dr Solander and others, on his first landing, was that of Tootahah, a middle-aged man, who seemed to be a person of rank. He received them hospitably, spread mats for the party, desired them to sit down by his side, and gave them an excellent dinner of bread-fruit, cocoa-nuts, plantains, and fish—the latter raw as well as dressed. Cook naturally preferred his fish cooked, but the natives seemed to relish it raw! Thereafter Tootahah presented Mr Banks and Captain Cook with a cock and hen, which curious gifts they accepted with many thanks, and in return gave Tootahah a laced silk neckcloth and a pocket handkerchief, in which he immediately dressed himself with immense satisfaction. Mr Banks seems to have been a favourite with the savage ladies, for they plied him earnestly with cocoa-nut milk. He, as well as Cook, received a further gift of native cloth, which, although rough in texture, was agreeably perfumed.


  Beads and other ornaments were presented to the women, and altogether the new friends were becoming mutually delighted with each other when a sudden interruption to the harmonious meeting was caused by the discovery that some of the savages had acquired the art of picking pockets. A snuff-box belonging to Mr Monkhouse disappeared, and an opera-glass in a shagreen case, the property of Dr Solander, vanished. To pass over a first act of this kind lightly would have led to interminable pilferings and quarrellings. Mr Banks therefore started up angrily and struck the butt of his musket violently on the ground. Whereupon the most of the natives were panic-stricken, and darted out of the hut with the utmost precipitation. The chief endeavoured to appease the wrath of his guests by offering them gifts of cloth; but they were not thus to be silenced. They insisted on the restoration of the stolen articles, so the chief went out and shortly after returned with a beaming countenance—he had found them both; but his countenance fell when, on opening the case of the opera-glass, the glass itself was not there. With immense energy he resumed his detective duties, and was so fortunate as to recover the glass in a short time. Thus peace was restored, and the natives were taught to feel that their propensity to steal would prove a source of great annoyance and some danger to them, should they venture to give way to it in future.


  Soon after this Cook selected a spot on the beach, not far from the ship, and, pitching his tent there, began to arrange for making the astronomical observations which had brought him to the South Seas. They had not remained long, however, before they found that the islanders were all addicted to stealing. Cook tells us that men and women of all ranks were the “arrantest thieves upon the face of the earth,” yet they seemed to feel that the act of theft was wrong, for if charged with being guilty when they were in reality innocent, they were often moved to passionate indignation.


  One day, when a large number of natives visited the ship, the chiefs employed themselves in stealing what they could in the cabin, while their dependants were no less industrious in other parts of the ship. They snatched up everything that it was possible for them to secrete till they got on shore. Two knives had been lost on shore, one of them belonging to Mr Banks, who taxed a man named Tubourai Tamaide, whom he suspected, with the theft. The man denied it stoutly, but upon Mr Banks saying firmly that, no matter who had taken it, he was determined to have it back, another native, feeling alarmed for his own safety, stepped forward and produced a rag in which three knives were tied up. One belonged to Dr Solander, another to Captain Cook; the owner of the third was not known. Mr Banks continued to charge Tubourai Tamaide with the theft of his knife, and the poor man continued to deny it indignantly. Not long after, it was discovered to have been mislaid by Mr Banks’s own servant, who at length found it. Upon this demonstration of his innocence, Tubourai expressed strong emotions of mind. The fellow was, doubtless, as great a thief as the rest of his comrades, but on this occasion he felt himself to be an injured innocent, and refused to be comforted until Mr Banks expressed great sorrow for his unjust accusation, and made him a few trifling presents, whereupon he immediately forgot his wrongs and was perfectly reconciled!


  In his dealings with these natives Captain Cook invariably acted with the gentleness, firmness, and wisdom of a truly great man, and at all times treated evil-doers with impartial justice.


  One day a chief came to the tent on the beach in a state of intense excitement, and, hastily seizing Mr Banks by the arm, made signs that he should follow him. Mr Banks immediately complied, and soon came to a place where they found the ship’s butcher with a reaping-hook in his hand. Here the chief stopped, and in a transport of rage explained, as well as he could by signs, that the butcher had threatened to cut his wife’s throat with the hook. Mr Banks assured him that, if he could fully explain the offence, the man should be punished. Upon this he became calm, and explained that the offender, having taken a fancy to a stone hatchet which lay in his house, had offered to purchase it of his wife for a nail; that she having refused to part with it, he had seized it, and, throwing down the nail, threatened to cut her throat if she made any resistance. As the nail and hatchet were produced in proof of this charge, and the butcher had little to say in his defence, there was no reason to doubt its truth.


  On the matter being reported to Cook, he took the opportunity of the chief and his wives with a number of natives being on board the ship, to call up the butcher, and, after repeating the charge and proof, he gave orders that the man should be punished. The natives looked on with fixed attention while the man was being stripped and tied up to the rigging, waiting in silent suspense for the event; but as soon as the first stroke was given they interfered with great agitation, earnestly entreating that he might be forgiven. Cook, however, did not think it advisable to agree to this. He would not consent, and, when they found that their entreaties were of no avail, they gave vent to their pity in tears.
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  Chapter Seven. Shows what Vanity will induce Men and Women to do.


  It fills one with wonder to think of the strange and absurd things that men, in all ages and in all parts of the world, have done to themselves in order to improve their personal appearance. The flat-head Indian of North America squeezes his forehead out of shape; the Eastern beauty blackens her teeth and nails; the Chinaman shaves the hair off his head, leaving a tuft on the top; the Englishman shaves the hair off his face, leaving a tuft on each cheek,—and all of these deluded mortals run thus deliberately in the face of nature, under the impression that by so doing they are improving their personal appearance!


  Not to be behindhand, the South-Sea islanders tattoo themselves. In other words, they prick a multitude of little holes in their skins, and rub into these some colouring matter, which, when thoroughly fixed, cannot again be washed out. The ornamental devices with which they thus, more or less, cover their persons are sometimes very cleverly and tastefully done, and they would be really admirable if depicted on a piece of wood or a sheet of paper; but when applied to the human body they are altogether ridiculous.


  The operation of tattooing is a very painful one; so much so, that a great deal of it cannot be done at one time, and it is said that persons sometimes die during the process. The inhabitants of nearly all the islands practise it. Usually it is commenced at the age of eight or ten, and continued at intervals till the individual is between twenty and thirty years of age.


  So important and difficult is the art of tattooing, that men devote themselves to it professionally, and these professors are well paid for their work. Here is an account of the operation.


  The professor, having his victim on the ground before him, takes up his instrument of torture. This consists of a small piece of stick with sharp bones of birds or fishes attached to it. Having previously sketched with a piece of charcoal the pattern intended to be tattooed, he dips the points of the sharp bones into a colouring matter (which is a beautiful jet black, procured from the kernel of the candle-nut), applies it to the surface of the skin, and strikes it smartly with a piece of stick held in his right hand. The skin is punctured in this way, and the dye injected. With the calmness of an operator, and the gravity of an artist, the professor proceeds as long as his patient can endure the pain. Then he ceases, and when the part is sufficiently recovered, the operation is continued until the device or pattern is finished.


  These patterns vary among different islanders. They consist of circular and curving lines, and representations of palm-trees, animals, etcetera, on the face and body; and to such an extent is tattooing carried, that the whole body is sometimes covered so as nearly to conceal the original colour of the skin.


  Mr Ellis, who wrote long after the gallant Cook was in his grave, tells us in his most interesting work on the South-Sea Islands, (Ellis’s Polynesian Researches), that the inhabitants of Tahiti were more simple in their tattooing, and displayed greater taste and elegance than some of the other islanders. “Though some of the figures are arbitrary, such as stars, circles, lozenges, etcetera, the patterns are usually taken from nature, and are often some of the most graceful. A cocoa-nut tree is a favourite object; and I have often admired the taste displayed in the marking of a chief’s leg, on which I have seen a cocoa-nut tree correctly and distinctly drawn; its roots spreading at the heel, its elastic stalk pencilled as it were along the tendon, and its waving plume gracefully spread out on the broad part of the calf. Sometimes a couple of stems would be twined up from the heel and divide on the calf, each bearing a plume of leaves.


  “The ornaments round the ankle and upon the instep, make them often appear as if they wore the elegant Eastern sandal. The sides of the legs are sometimes tattooed from the ankle upward, which gives the appearance of wearing pantaloons with ornamental seams. From the lower part of the back, a number of straight, waved, or zigzag lines rise in the direction of the spine, and branch off regularly towards the shoulder. But, of the upper part of the body, the chest is the most tattooed. Every variety of figure is to be seen here,—cocoa-nut and bread-fruit trees, with convolvulus wreaths hanging round them, boys gathering fruit, men engaged in battle, in the manual exercise, triumphing over a fallen foe; or, as I have frequently seen it, they are represented as carrying a human sacrifice to the temple. Every kind of animal—goats, dogs, fowls, and fish—may at times be seen on this part of the body; muskets, swords, pistols, clubs, spears, and other weapons of war are also stamped upon their arms and chest.”


  These figures are not all crowded upon the same person, but each man makes a selection according to his fancy. The women also tattoo their persons, but not to such an extent as the men, and their designs and figures are usually more tasteful.


  Cook says that Mr Banks saw this operation performed on the back of a girl about thirteen years old. The instrument used upon this occasion had thirty teeth; about a hundred strokes were given in the minute, and each stroke drew a little blood. The girl bore it bravely for about a quarter of an hour; but at the end of that time the pain of so many hundred punctures became unbearable. She first complained in murmurs, then wept, and at last burst into loud lamentations, earnestly beseeching the operator to stop. He, however, firmly refused, and when she began to struggle, she was held down by two women, who sometimes soothed and sometimes scolded her, and, now and then, when she became very unruly, gave her a smart blow. Mr Banks stayed in a neighbouring house an hour, and the operation was not over when he went away, yet it was performed only on one side of the back; the other had been tattooed some time before, and the loins had still to be done.


  Tahiti is now one of the civilised islands of the South Seas. At the time of Cook’s visit the natives were absolutely savages. They lived in a state of partial nakedness, and their manners and customs were of the grossest description. Their religion and superstitions were degrading in the extreme, and, until Christianity obtained a hold upon them, they delighted in war, and practised horrible cruelties on their enemies.


  Yet, even in their low condition, there were good points about those islanders. Cook says that they were as large as the largest-sized Europeans. The men were tall, strong, well-limbed, and finely shaped. The tallest he saw, on a neighbouring island, was a man who measured six feet three inches and a half. The women of the superior rank were above our middle stature, but those of the inferior class rather below it. Their complexion was a kind of clear olive or brunette, and the skin of the women was smooth and soft. They had no colour in their cheeks, but their faces were comely; the cheekbones were not high, neither were the eyes hollow. Their eyes were sparkling and full of expression, and their teeth good, but their noses being flat did not correspond with his ideas of beauty. Their hair was black and coarse. The men had beards, which they wore in many fashions, always, however, plucking out great part of them, and keeping the rest perfectly clean and neat.


  In most countries it is the custom of the men to wear short and the women long hair. Here, however, Cook found this custom reversed. The women cut it short round the ears, and the men—except the fishermen, who were almost continually in the water—suffered it to flow in large waves over their shoulders, or tied it up in a bunch on the top of their heads. They were in the habit of anointing it with cocoa-nut oil, which had the effect of rendering their heads very filthy; but in other respects the natives of Tahiti were remarkable for cleanliness.


  Their clothing consisted of native-made cloth or matting, and was very scanty, but in many cases was tastefully put on and intermingled with flowers. Some of the men wore a feather in their hair; others wore a wig made of the hair of men and dogs. Both sexes wore ear-rings made of pieces of stones, shells, or berries, which were speedily exchanged, however, for the beads given them by the sailors, for, like all other savages, they delighted in gay ornaments.


  The houses of these people were very simple. They consisted of nothing more than a thatched roof mounted upon pillars. They had no walls whatever, and were open to every wind of heaven, but in so warm a climate this was not considered a disadvantage. There were no rooms or partitions of any kind in them, and they were usually large. Some belonged to families, others were the public property of a district, and these last were sometimes two hundred feet long by thirty broad.


  All the houses were built in the woods that lay between the sea and the mountains. No more ground was cleared for each house than was just sufficient to prevent the droppings of the branches from falling on the roof; so that the inhabitant could step at once from his cottage into the shade of the forest, which was the most delightful and romantic that could be imagined. It consisted of groves of bread-fruit and cocoa-nut trees without underwood, and paths led in all directions through it from one house to another. Only those travellers who have experienced the intense overpowering heat of tropical countries can form a just conception of the enjoyableness of a ramble through the shady groves of Tahiti.


  The food eaten by the natives was chiefly vegetable. They had tame hogs, dogs, and poultry, but these were not plentiful, and the visit of Cook’s ship soon diminished the numbers of animals very considerably. When a chief killed a hog it was divided almost equally amongst his dependants, and as these were numerous, the share of each individual at a feast was not large. Dogs and fowls fell to the lot of the lower classes. Cook says that he could not commend the flavour of their fowls, but he and his crew unanimously agreed that a South-Sea dog was little inferior to English lamb! He conjectured that their excellence was owing to the fact that they were fed exclusively upon vegetables.


  Like everything else in Tahiti, the art of cooking was somewhat peculiar. The preparation of a dog for dinner is thus described:—


  “The dog, which was very fat, we consigned over to Tupia, who undertook to perform the double office of butcher and cook. He killed him by holding his hands close over his mouth and nose, an operation which continued above a quarter of an hour. While this was going on, a hole was made in the ground about a foot deep, in which a fire was kindled, and some small stones were placed in layers alternately with the wood to get heated. The dog was then singed by holding him over the fire, and by scraping him with a shell the hair came off as clean as if he had been scalded in hot water. He was then cut up with the same instrument, and his entrails being taken out, were sent to the sea, where, being carefully washed, they were put into cocoa-nut shells with what blood came from the body.


  “When the hole was sufficiently heated, the fire was removed, and some of the stones,—which were not so hot as to discolour anything that touched them,—being placed in the bottom, were covered with green leaves. The dog and the entrails were then placed upon the leaves, other leaves were placed above them, the whole was covered up with the remainder of the hot stones, and the mouth of the hole was closed with mould. In somewhat less than four hours it was again opened and the dog taken out excellently baked. Nearly all the fish and flesh eaten by the inhabitants is dressed in this way.”


  The sea in those regions affords the natives great variety of fish; the smaller of which they usually eat raw. They have also lobsters, crabs, and other shell-fish, all of which they are very fond of. Indeed, nothing seems to come amiss to them. They even eat what sailors call blubbers, though some of these are so tough that they have to allow them to become putrid before they can chew them.


  Their chief vegetable, the bread-fruit, is so curious a plant that it merits particular notice. It costs them no more trouble or labour to procure it than the climbing of a tree. In regard to this tree Cook says that it does not indeed shoot up spontaneously, but if a man plants ten of them in his lifetime, which he may do in about an hour, he will sufficiently fulfil his duty to his own and to future generations. True, the bread-fruit is not always in season; but when its ready-made loaves are not to be had, the South-Sea islander has plenty of cocoa-nuts, bananas, plantains, and other fruits to supply its place.


  The bread-fruit tree is large and beautiful. Its trunk, which is light-coloured and rough, grows to a height of twelve or twenty feet, and is sometimes three feet in diameter. Its leaves are broad, dark green, and a foot or eighteen inches long. The fruit, about the size of a child’s head, is round, covered with a rough rind, and is at first of a light pea-green hue; subsequently it changes to brown, and when fully ripe, assumes a rich yellow colour. It hangs to the branches singly, or in clusters of two or three together. One of these magnificent trees, clothed with its dark shining leaves and loaded with many hundreds of large light green or yellowish fruit, is one of the most beautiful objects to be met with among the islands of the south.


  The pulp of the bread-fruit between the rind and the core is all eatable. The core itself, which is about the size and shape of the handle of a knife, is uneatable. The bread-fruit is never eaten raw. The usual mode of dressing it is to remove the rind and the core, divide the pulp into three or four pieces, and bake it in an oven similar to the one just described. When taken out, in somewhat less than an hour, the outside of the fruit is nicely browned, and the inner part so strongly resembles the crumb of wheaten bread as to have suggested the name of the tree. It is not, however, quite so pleasant to the taste, being rather insipid and slightly sweet. Nevertheless it is extremely good for food, and is much prized by the natives, to whom it may almost be said to be the staff of life.


  The tree on which this excellent fruit grows, besides producing two, and, in some cases, three crops in a year, furnishes a species of gum, or resin, which oozes from the bark when cut, and hardens when exposed to the sun. It is used for pitching the seams of canoes. The bark of the young branches is employed in making several varieties of native cloth. The wood of the tree is also valuable for building houses and canoes. There are nearly fifty varieties of the bread-fruit tree, for which the natives have distinct names, and as these varieties ripen at different times, there are few months in the year in which the fruit is not to be had.


  Not less valuable to the natives of these islands is the cocoa-nut tree, the stem of which is three or four feet in diameter at the root, whence it tapers gradually without branch or leaf to the top, where it terminates in a beautiful tuft or plume of long green leaves which wave gracefully in every breeze.


  One of the singular peculiarities of this tree is its power of flourishing in almost any soil. It grows equally well on the mountain-side, in the rich valleys beside the streams, and on the barren sea-beach of the coral reefs, where its only soil is sand, and where its roots are watered by the waves of every rising tide. Another peculiarity is, that fruit in every stage may be seen on the same tree at one time—from the first formation, after the falling of the blossom, to the ripe nut. As the tree is slow in growth, the nuts do not probably come to perfection until twelve months after the blossoms have fallen. The successive ripening of the nuts, therefore, seems to have been purposely arranged by our beneficent Creator, with a special view to the comfort of man. Each nut is surrounded by a tough husk, or shell, nearly two inches thick, and when it has reached its full size it contains a pint, or a pint and a half, of the juice usually called cocoa-nut milk.


  The kernels of the tough outer husks, above referred to, are the “cocoa-nuts” which we see exposed for sale in this country, but these nuts give no idea of the delightful fruit when plucked from the tree. They are old and dry, and the milk is comparatively rancid. In the state in which we usually see cocoa-nuts they are never used by the natives except as seed, or for the extraction of oil.


  Some varieties of this tree grow to a height of sixty or seventy feet. As all the nuts are at the top the gathering of them would be an extremely difficult matter were it not for an ingenious contrivance by which the natives manage to climb the trees; for it may be easily understood that to shin up an exceedingly rough pole of seventy feet high, with bare legs, would try the mettle of most men—civilised as well as savage. The plan is simple. The native strips off a piece of tough bark from a branch, and therewith ties his feet together, leaving them, however, several inches apart, grasping the trunk with his arms he presses his feet against each side of the tree so that the piece of bark between them catches in the roughnesses of the stem; this gives him a purchase by which he is enabled to leap or vault up like a monkey.


  The wood of the tree is excellent. The natives make pillars for their houses and their best spears from it. A species of what we may call natural cloth is found, ready-made, on its leaves, with which they make sacks, and shirts, and jackets. Plaited leaflets form coverings for their floors. Baskets are made from the leaves, matting and cordage of the fibrous husk, and oil is extracted from the nut. Besides all this, the shells of the old nuts are used as water-bottles, and, when carved and highly polished, they form elegant drinking-cups.


  The perfect adaptation of the bread-fruit and cocoa-nut trees to the varied wants of the South-sea islanders tells, more eloquently than could be told in words, of the wisdom and benevolence with which the Almighty cares for His creatures, even while those creatures are living in the habitual neglect of Himself, and in the violation of all His laws.
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  Chapter Eight. Treats of Savage Warfare and some of its Consequences.


  It has been said that the natives of the innumerable islands of the South Seas are fond of war.


  All travellers to those regions bear witness to this fact. When Cook went there, the natives of all of them were absolute savages. At the present time a great number of the islands have been blessed with the light of Christianity, but some of them are still lying in the state of degradation in which they were first found.


  At this moment, reader, while you ponder these lines, there are men of the South Seas who wander about in a state of nudity and idleness; who practise every species of abomination, and kill, roast, and eat each other, just as they did a hundred years ago.


  The eating of human beings, or, as it is called, cannibalism, is no idle tale invented by travellers. Men of the highest character for truth, who have had ample opportunity for observation, from the time of Cook to the present day, have assured us that the natives of those lovely regions are cannibals: that they not only eat the bodies of enemies slain in war, but even kill and eat their own slaves. Of this you shall hear more anon; meanwhile, let us turn aside to see how these savage warriors go forth to battle.


  When it has been decided that they shall go to war, the natives of the South-Sea islands commence their preparations with human sacrifices to the god of war. After many strange, bloody, and superstitious rites, the warriors arm themselves and prepare for the fight.


  Their weapons, which they use with great dexterity, are slings for throwing heavy stones, pikes headed with the bones of sting-rays, and clubs about six or seven feet long, made of a very hard and heavy wood. In some instances these are richly carved. The chief of each district leads his own subjects to the field, and reports the number of his men to the leading chief. When all are assembled they sally forth. If the fight is to take place on land, it is sometimes begun by the celebrated warriors of each army marching to the front of their respective lines, and sitting down on the ground. Several of these then step forward, and boastfully challenge each other to combat. The challenge is usually accepted at once, and after taunting each other for some time, they engage in furious battle. When one falls, a man from his side rises and steps forward to fill his place and continue the fight. If either party gives way, then the main body of the army to which it belongs rushes forward to its support. The opposing army of course springs forward to meet them, and thus the fight becomes general. The main bodies advance in ranks four deep. In the first rank are the bravest men, armed with spears; in the second rank they are armed with clubs to defend the spearmen. The third row consists of young men with slings, and the fourth is composed of women, who carry baskets of stones for the slingers, and clubs and spears for the other combatants.


  There is no science displayed in their mode of fighting. The opposing armies rush upon each other with terrible fury, dealing deadly blows and thrusts with their murderous weapons. The din and clamour of the fray is increased by a class of men whose duty it is to animate the troops by voice and gesture. These may be styled the orators of battle, and are usually men of commanding stature and well-tried courage. They mingle in the thickest of the fight; hurry to and fro, cheering the men with the passionate recital of heroic deeds, and, in every possible way, rousing their courage and urging them on to deeds of valour. Pressing through the host with flashing eyes and thundering voice, they shout such abrupt sentences as the following:—


  “Roll onward like the billows! Break on them with the ocean’s foam and roar when bursting on the reefs! Hang on them as the forked lightning plays above the foaming surf! Give out the vigilance; give out the anger—the anger of the devouring wild dog—till their line is broken; till they flow back like the receding tide!”


  Amid such cries, mingled with the shouts of maddened combatants, and the yells of stricken men, the fight goes on. They use no shields. Believing that the gods direct their weapons, they make no attempt to guard, but lay about them with fury. Blows do not often require to be repeated. Skulls are cleft or battered in; and hearts are pierced with one blow or thrust, and, when noted warriors fall on either side, shouts of triumph echo along the line and strike a panic through the enemy’s ranks.


  The first wounded man who can be seized before being quite dead is offered in sacrifice by his foes. He is not taken to their temple for that purpose, but his head is bound round with sacred cinet brought from the temple, and he is then laid alive on a number of spears and borne on men’s shoulders along the ranks, the priest of the god of war walking alongside and watching the writhings of the dying man. If a tear falls from his eye it is said he is weeping for his land. If he should clench his fist it is supposed to be a sign that his party will resist to the last.


  If a great chief falls, the party to which he belongs retires a short distance, collects some of the bravest men, and then rushes with incredible fury and yells of vengeance upon the foe to “clear away the blood.” The shock is terrific when the contending parties meet, and numbers usually fall on both sides.


  During the battle the armies sometimes separate a little distance for a time, leaving a space between them; then the slingers of stones advance. The most expert of these slingers are renowned warriors, and when they are recognised a shout arises from the opposite ranks, “Beware! a powerful stone is such an one.” At short range the stones about the size of a hen’s egg are thrown straight at the enemy with such force that it is almost impossible to avoid them, so that they do much execution. But soon again the lines close and the fight is renewed hand to hand.


  At length one of the lines begins to waver. Seeing this, the others are encouraged to renewed efforts; their enemies at last break and fly, and then a scene of terrible carnage follows. The vanquished rush to their canoes, or fly to the strongholds of the mountains. The victors continue the pursuit, slaughtering men and women indiscriminately. A fallen warrior perchance cries for mercy, “Spare me! may I live?” says he. If the name of his conqueror’s chief or king is invoked, the request is sometimes granted; if not, the only reply is a taunt, followed by a thrust or a deadly blow. Thus the scene of murder and blood goes on until the fugitives have reached their strongholds, or until the shades of evening put an end to the pursuit.


  Such were the scenes that took place in the days of Captain Cook, and such or similar scenes still occur frequently at the present time on the coral isles of the Pacific.


  When their wars are conducted on the sea, the islanders embark in war-canoes, which are so large as to be able to carry from sixty to eighty and even a hundred men. Captain Cook tells us that the ingenuity of these people appears in nothing more than in their canoes. They are long and narrow. One that he measured was sixty-eight and a half feet long, five feet broad, and three feet and a half deep. The bottom was sharp, with straight sides like a wedge. Each side consisted of one entire plank sixty-three feet long, ten or twelve inches broad, and an inch and a quarter thick. The bottom part of the canoe was hollowed out, and these planks were lashed to it with strong plaiting. A grotesque ornament projected six feet beyond the head, and it had a sort of stern-post that rose to a height of about fourteen feet. Both the head and the stern-post were beautifully carved, and the canoe was propelled by means of short paddles, the men sitting with their faces in the direction in which they were going. The heads of many of the canoes were curious, in some cases it was the figure of a man with a face as ugly as can well be conceived, with a monstrous tongue thrust out of the mouth, and white shells stuck in for eyes.


  In such canoes they went forth to war upon the water, and their sea-fights were not less sanguinary than those of the land. In one battle that was fought between the people of Huahine and those of Raiatea immense slaughter took place. The fleet of one side consisted of ninety war-canoes, each about a hundred feet long, and filled with men. They met near a place called Hooroto, when a most obstinate and bloody engagement ensued. Both parties lost so many men that, when piled up on the day after the battle, the dead bodies formed a heap “as high as the young cocoa-nut trees.”


  The captives taken in these wars are usually murdered on the spot, unless reserved for slaves to their conquerors.


  One of the results of these sanguinary fights is the existence of a number of what may be called wild men in the mountains of the islands. Ellis, in his Polynesian Researches, tells us that he once saw one of these men who had been caught in the mountains and was at that time comparatively tame, yet his appearance was very remarkable. He was about the middle size, large boned, but not fleshy. His features and countenance were strongly marked. His complexion was dark, and his aspect agitated and wild. His beard was long, and the hair of his head upwards of a foot and a half in length. It was parted on his forehead, but was matted and dishevelled. The colour of his hair was singular. At the roots it was black, six inches from his head it was light brown, and the extremities were light yellow. He was quite naked, with the exception of a maro or girdle round the loins. This poor creature had been driven to the mountains in time of war, and had remained in solitude for many years. Probably extreme terror had affected his mind, for he was gloomy, and seemed to take no interest in anything going on around him. Evidently those “wild men” were poor creatures whose misfortunes had driven them mad.


  One of them was captured on another occasion by a party which had gone into the mountains to collect the bark of a certain tree which is used for dyeing cloth. On their way they perceived a man lying asleep on the ground. They surrounded him with as little noise as possible, but when they approached he awoke. Leaping up, he flung his wild locks over his shoulders and gazed at them with a startled look; then he darted into the woods, where he was caught by one of the men and secured. Had he not been enfeebled from recent illness, they could neither have caught nor retained this man.


  On being taken he exhibited signs of extreme terror. It was in vain that his captors assured him they meant him no harm; he continued to exclaim, “Ye are murderers, ye are murderers! do not murder me, do not murder me!” Even after he had been taken to the settlement and treated with great kindness, he could not be prevailed on to say anything more than “Do not kill me,” and did not rest until he had made his escape into the woods!
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  Chapter Nine. Touches on Cannibalism.


  The cruelties inflicted on the wretched prisoners taken in these wars were inconceivably horrible and disgusting. Some of our readers may, perhaps, think we might have passed over the sickening details in silence, but we feel strongly that it is better that truth should be known than that the feelings of the sensitive should be spared.


  Ellis tells us that the bodies of men slain in battle were usually left to be devoured by the hogs and wild dogs. This was doubtless the case in some of the groups of islands where cannibalism was perhaps not very much practised, but in other groups—especially among those known by the name of the Feejees—the slain were more frequently devoured by men and women than by hogs or dogs. The victors used to carry off the lower jaw-bones of the most distinguished among the slain as trophies, and also the bones of the arms and legs, from which they formed tools of various kinds and fish-hooks, and the skulls they converted into drinking-cups. The dead bodies were sometimes laid in rows along the beach, and used as rollers, over which the canoes were launched.


  One of their practices with the dead was ludicrously horrible. Sometimes, when a man had slain his enemy, in order to gratify his revenge he would beat the body quite flat, and then, cutting a hole through the back and stomach, would pass his head through it and actually rush into the fight wearing the body round his neck, with the head and arms hanging down in front, and the legs behind!


  The bodies of celebrated warriors and chiefs were hung by a rope to a tree, after the legs and arms had been broken; cords were attached to their feet, and then they were drawn up and down for the amusement of the spectators, while other dead bodies were beaten as drums, to make a hideous music to this horrible dance.


  Other brutalities were practised upon the slain, which were of such a nature that decency forbids our doing more than merely alluding to them here. In order to show that many of the savages of the South Seas were as bad, only a few years ago, as they were in former times, we give the following account of a scene which is published and vouched for in a recent work, named the Journal of a Cruise among the Islands of the Western Pacific, by Captain Erskine of the Royal Navy.


  About twenty years ago Bonavidongo, one of the chiefs of the Feejee Islands, paid a visit to another chief named Tuithakau, for the purpose of asking his assistance in quelling a disturbance that had arisen in a neighbouring island. The latter agreed; all the warriors of the island and the surrounding district were gathered together, and an army of two thousand men finally set forth on this expedition in forty war-canoes.


  Among the people was an English sailor named Jackson. He was of a roving disposition; had been kidnapped at one of the islands, from which he escaped, and afterwards wandered for two years among the South-Sea Islands—learned the language of the natives, and wrote an account of his adventures, which Captain Erskine added to his volume in the form of an appendix.


  Not being able to carry provisions for so large a body of men for any length of time, the Feejeeans made a short stay at a place called Rambe, for the purpose of refreshing the people. Here they procured immense quantities of yams and crabs, with which, after eating and drinking to their hearts’ content, they loaded the canoes and continued the voyage. From Rambe, as well as from other places along the route, they were joined by additional canoes and warriors, so that their numbers rapidly increased. Frequently they were obliged to sleep in the canoes instead of on shore, on which occasions they were jammed up in such a manner from want of space as to be actually lying in layers on the top of each other!


  At one place where they called they could not obtain a sufficient supply of provisions for the whole party on account of its being small and containing but few inhabitants, so they made up the deficiency with dogs, cats, snakes, lizards, and the large white grubs with black heads that are found in decayed wood. The dogs and cats they knocked on the head, more for the purpose of stunning than killing, and threw them on a fire, and, after letting them lie five minutes or so on one side, turned them over on the other, then drew them from the fire and devoured them. The grubs they ate raw.


  Jackson was much surprised at what he terms, “this beastly way of feeding,” because in his previous experience he had found the Feejeeans to be extremely particular in all preparations of food. On inquiring the cause of the change, however, he was informed, “that they felt proud that they were able to endure such hard fare, and that it was essential to their warlike customs, as they could not expect to sleep as well in war-time as in peace, and that they must endure every inconvenience, and pay no attention whatever to comfort!”


  At length they arrived at the island of Mouta, where they landed to announce their arrival to the king, and to present him with a gift of whales’ teeth, which are much prized, and used on nearly all such occasions. In order to reach the town they had to proceed up a long, serpentine, narrow river, each bank of which was so thickly covered with mangrove trees that they overshadowed it completely—rendering it exceedingly dark and dismal. In the middle of the town stood the king’s house, and directly opposite was the “bure,” or temple. The whole town contained about one hundred and fifty houses.


  Having presented the whales’ teeth to his savage majesty, they related all that had happened on the voyage, detailing the minutest particulars, after which they went to the temple to do honour to the god of war; and here the story of the voyage was repeated to the priest, who replied in a long speech. This speech was listened to with the deepest attention, because it was considered prophetic. The priest finished off by encouraging all present to be obedient to the god of war, and to do their best to gratify his appetite, adding, that the success of the whole expedition depended on their obedience. He reminded them that the god was a great lover of animal food, especially of human flesh. Jackson afterwards found that the appetite of the priest was quite as peculiar and strong as that of the god in this respect, and that the king was a greater cannibal than the priest!


  Next morning they re-embarked and started for Male, in the disturbed district. The inhabitants of Male lived on the top of a mountain shaped like a sugar-loaf, and having only one path leading up it. At the top this path could be easily defended by a small body of men against ten times their number, as they could roll down large stones upon their enemies while they approached. Knowing the strength of their position, the natives of this place had become the pest of the neighbourhood. They sallied forth and committed great depredations on the villages near them—carrying away the women into slavery, and killing the men for food!


  On approaching the place the war-party saw that the natives, by their antics, were challenging and defying them. When they landed and could hear what they said, they made out their speech of defiance to be, “We are extremely tired of waiting for you, especially as we have been expecting this visit so long: but as you have at last made your appearance, we are quite ready to begin at once. We would remind you, at the same time, that we are well supplied with stones, and, if these fail, we have also a good store of British sand (gunpowder), and plenty of pills (musket-balls), which we will bestow upon you very generously. We see that you have got the Feejees and Tongas with you, but we hope you will not have the folly and impudence to attack us until you have collected the whole world to help you!”


  To this contemptuous speech the war-party made a somewhat similar reply. After they had thus abused each other for some time, three of the people of the hill ventured half-way down the path, where they stood and dared any, or the whole, of their enemies to come up. As it was not, however, the intention of the war-party to assault the stronghold at that time, they declined the invitation, but, happening to possess several old muskets, which they had procured, no doubt, from traders, they fired a volley at the three challengers, killed them all on the spot, and, rushing up, caught the bodies as they rolled down the path.


  The corpses were then fastened to a pole in a sitting posture, and placed in the canoe of the chief, who resumed his voyage, his warriors singing out, “Satiko, satiko,” (Good-bye, good-bye), and telling the people of Male that they would call again upon them shortly, as their place was so conveniently situated, and take a few more bodies, just enough at a time for the priest of the god of war—in short, that they would take them in the same way as a man kills his pigs; and they were to be sure to feed themselves well, for their chief was fond of fat meat!


  With this supply of food they returned to Mouta. Here the bodies, which had been carefully painted with vermilion and soot, were handed out and placed, sitting up, in front of the king’s house; but before proceeding to their loathsome banquet they enacted scenes in which there was a dreadful mingling of the ludicrous and the horrible.


  The whole of the people being assembled, and dead silence secured, an old man advanced to the bodies, and, laying his hand upon each, began talking to it in a low tone, asking it, “why he had been so rash in coming down the hill,” and telling it, “that he was extremely sorry to see him in such a predicament; and did he not feel ashamed of himself now that he was obliged to encounter the gaze of such a crowd.” By degrees the old orator worked himself into a state of excitement, till at last he shouted at the full strength of his voice, and finally finished off by kicking the bodies down, amid bursts of laughter from the spectators, who then rushed forward, and, seizing each by a leg or an arm, dragged them over stones and dust and swamps for the general amusement of the people.


  At last they pulled them up to a place at the back of the town which was used for the purpose of cutting up, cooking, and eating human flesh. In front of this dreadful place lay a heap of human bones bleached by the weather. Here the priest was seated, with his long beard hanging down on a little table before him. On this table were two skulls converted into drinking-cups, and several others were lying about the floor.


  Without going further into the disgusting details, it may be sufficient to add that the three bodies were cut up by the priest and cooked in an oven heated by means of hot stones, after which they were devoured as a great treat, and with infinite relish, by the king and his chief men.


  It was long before people in the civilised world would give credit to stories such as that just related; and even now there may be some who doubt the truth of them. But the number and the characters of the travellers who have visited these islands since the days of Cook, and who have brought home similar reports, put the matter beyond question. Men ought neither to doubt these shocking details because they seem incredible, nor turn away from them because they are disgusting. Like the surgeon who calmly and steadily examines the most hideous of wounds or sores that can affect the human body, so ought the Christian and the philanthropist to know and consider in detail the horrible deeds that are done by our fellow-men in the Cannibal Islands. It is good for us to be made acquainted with the truth in order that we may be filled with strong pity for the degraded savages, and in order, also, that our hearts and hands may be opened towards those noble missionaries who venture themselves into the midst of such awful scenes for the sake of souls, and in the name of Jesus Christ.
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  Chapter Ten. Visit to New Zealand.


  Captain Cook left Tahiti after a stay of three months. During the greater part of this period the sailors and natives had lived together in the most cordial friendship, and in the perpetual interchange of kindly acts. It must be borne in mind that, though the unchristianised natives of the South-Sea Islands are all degraded, cruel, and savage, all are not equally so. Those inhabiting the Feejee group are generally reported to be the worst in all respects. Those who inhabited Tahiti, on the other hand, were, at the time of Cook’s visit, said to be comparatively amiable.


  At all events, the departure of the Endeavour called forth a strong display of tender feeling on the part of the natives of that island. In writing of this Cook says—


  “On the next morning, Thursday, the 13th July, the ship was very early crowded with our friends, and surrounded by multitudes of canoes, which were filled with natives of an inferior class. Between eleven and twelve we weighed anchor, and as soon as the ship was under sail the Indians on board took their leave, and wept with a decent and silent sorrow, in which there was something very striking and tender. The people in the canoes, on the contrary, seemed to vie with each other in the loudness of their lamentations, which we considered rather as an affectation than grief. Tupia (a chief who had made up his mind to sail with us) sustained himself in this scene with a firmness and resolution truly admirable. He wept, indeed, but the effort that he made to conceal his tears concurred with them to do him honour. He sent his last present, a shirt, to a friend on shore, and then went to the mast-head, where he continued waving to the canoes as long as they were in sight.”


  Thus ended the visit of the great navigator to Tahiti, an island which afterwards became the scene of one of the most romantic incidents that was ever recorded in the annals of maritime adventure, namely, the mutiny of the men in H.M.S. Bounty, and the consequent colonisation of Pitcairn Island. Tahiti is now civilised, and under the protective government of the French. The produce of the island is bread-fruit, cocoa-nuts, bananas of thirteen sorts, plantains, a fruit not unlike an apple, which, when ripe, is very pleasant, sweet potatoes, yams, sugar-cane, which the natives eat raw, besides many other kinds of fruits, roots, and vegetables, all of which grew wild when Cook was there, or with so little culture that the islanders are almost altogether exempted from labour.


  Setting sail from Tahiti, the Endeavour visited several other isles, and at length arrived at the celebrated island of New Zealand. This is one of the largest in the South Seas, and is now the site of several thriving British settlements. Flourishing cities have been built on its rich soil; large portions of it have been brought under cultivation; gold-mines have been discovered; churches and schools have been erected, and many of the natives have become partially civilised.


  Very different indeed was the state of things when Captain Cook first drew near to its shores in the year 1769.


  He cast anchor on the 8th of October in a bay near the mouth of a small river about half a league from shore. The sides of the bay were white cliffs of great height, and inland the hills rose one behind another, towering upwards until they terminated in a chain of mountains in the far distance. Some natives had been seen on the beach, so, when the ship was secured, Cook took two of his boats, and, accompanied by Mr Banks and Dr Solander, with a party of men, went on shore. They landed on the east side of the river, but finding it too deep to cross, and seeing some natives on the other side, they took one of the boats—the yawl—and went over, leaving the other boat—the pinnace—behind them.


  When the navigators drew near to the place where the natives were assembled, the latter ran away. The sailors then landed, and, leaving four boys in charge of the boat, walked up to some huts which were two or three hundred yards from the beach. But they had not gone far from the water-side when four men, armed with long lances, rushed out of the woods, and ran to attack the boat. They would certainly have succeeded in overpowering the four boys and making off with the boat, had they not fortunately been seen by the people left in the pinnace, who called out to warn the boys of their danger, telling them to push off and drop down stream. The boys obeyed instantly. Being closely pursued by the savages, one of them fired a musket over their heads.


  At this they stopped in surprise and looked round them, but in a few minutes renewed the pursuit, brandishing their lances in a threatening manner, as if about to cast them into the boat, which they could easily have done. The boys then fired a second shot over their heads, but of this they took no notice, and one of them lifted his spear with the intention of darting it; another musket was therefore fired, which shot the savage dead. When he fell the other three stood motionless for some time, as if petrified with astonishment. As soon as they recovered they went back to the woods, dragging the dead body, but they soon dropped it and fled when they saw Cook and his companions running to the rescue.


  The dead body was examined, and found to be that of a man of middle size, with brown complexion and a tattooed face. He was covered with a kind of native cloth, and wore his hair tied up in a knot on the top of his head. Cook immediately returned to the ship, from the deck of which he could hear the voices of the natives on shore talking with great earnestness and in a very loud tone.


  Being anxious to enter into friendly intercourse with these people, Cook renewed the attempt next morning. He ordered three boats to be manned with seamen and marines, and proceeded towards the shore, accompanied by Mr Banks and Dr Solander, also by Tupia, the Tahitan, to act as interpreter. About fifty natives came to the beach and sat down to await their landing. In order to prevent them taking fright, Cook landed first and advanced, accompanied only by the two gentlemen above named and Tupia. But they had not proceeded many paces before the savages started up, and every man produced either a long pike or a small weapon of green talc extremely well polished, about a foot long, and thick enough to weigh four or five pounds. Tupia endeavoured to appease them, but this could not be managed until a musket was fired wide of them. The ball struck the water, and on observing its effect they ceased their menaces.


  Meanwhile the marines were landed and marched to a commanding position, where they were drawn up, while Captain Cook again advanced. When they came near enough, Tupia explained that they wanted provisions and water, for which they would give iron in exchange. He then asked them to lay down their arms, but they would not consent to do so. The river still lay between the two parties, and Cook invited the natives to come over and trade. They were unwilling at first, but in a short time one, bolder than the rest, stripped himself and swam over without his arms. He was immediately followed by two or three more, and soon after by most of the others. These last, however, brought their arms with them.


  Presents of iron and beads were now made to the savages, but they seemed to care little for these things, and in a few minutes they attempted to snatch the arms out of the sailors’ hands. In this they failed, and Cook ordered Tupia to tell them that if they tried to do that again, he would be compelled to kill them. In a few minutes Mr Green, one of the gentlemen, happened to turn about; immediately one of them snatched away his sword and ran to a little distance, waving it round his head with a shout of triumph. Seeing this, the rest became extremely insolent, and more savages came to join them from the other side of the river. It therefore became necessary to check them, and Mr Banks fired with small-shot at the man who had taken the sword. The shot had only the effect of stopping his shouts and causing him to retire a little farther off, still flourishing the sword, however. Seeing this, Mr Monkhouse fired with ball, and the man dropt instantly. Upon this the main body of the natives, who had retired to a rock in the middle of the river, began to return. Two that were near the man who had been killed ran to the body, and one seized his weapon of green talc, while the other tried to secure the sword, but Mr Monkhouse ran up in time to prevent this. Three muskets loaded with small-shot were then fired at the party, which wounded several, and caused them to retire to the opposite side of the river, after which Cook returned to the ship.


  This was a matter of great disappointment to the voyagers, because they were much in want of fresh water. Cook now resolved to seize some of the natives if possible, and prove to them, by kind treatment, that they had nothing to fear. Soon after he had an opportunity of trying this plan. Two canoes were seen coming in from sea; one under sail, the other worked by paddles. Taking three boats full of men he gave chase to them; but the people in the nearest canoe perceived them, and turning aside made with all possible haste for a point of land and escaped. The other canoe was intercepted, and Tupia called to them to come alongside and they would receive no harm; but they took down the sail, took to their paddles, and made off so quickly that the boats could not overtake them. Cook then ordered a musket-ball to be fired over them. On hearing the shots they stopped paddling and began to strip, intending, no doubt, to leap into the sea. But they quickly changed their minds and resolved not to fly but to fight. When the boats came up they began the attack with their paddles and with stones so vigorously, that the voyagers were obliged to fire at them in self-defence. Unhappily four were killed, and the three who remained leaped into the sea.


  These were soon captured, and were found to be mere boys—the eldest about nineteen, and the youngest about eleven. Cook deeply regretted this unfortunate affair, and blamed himself for it, but remarked, in justification of himself, that, “when the command has once been given to fire, no man can restrain its excess or prescribe its effect.”


  As soon as the poor wretches were taken out of the water into the boat they squatted down, expecting, no doubt, to be instantly put to death. But when they found that instead of being killed they were treated with kindness, they became exceedingly joyful. On reaching the ship they were offered some bread, which they devoured with a voracious appetite. They asked and answered a great many questions, and when the people sat down to dinner expressed a desire to touch and taste everything they saw. The food that pleased them most was salt pork. At night they made a hearty supper, and after they had each drunk above a quart of water, they lay down to sleep on a locker well pleased with their treatment.


  During the night, however, their true condition as prisoners seemed to be impressed on them. Possibly they thought of their slain friends, for they began to moan dismally, and it was all Tupia could do to comfort them. Next morning they devoured an enormous breakfast, after which they were dressed, and adorned with bracelet, anklets, necklaces, etcetera, and sent on shore in the hope that they might carry a good report of the strangers to their friends. Nothing came of this, however, at the time. The natives still remained unfriendly, and Cook finally weighed anchor and set sail in search of a part of the coast where the people, it was hoped, would be more hospitable.


  Soon after this a number of canoes came off to the ship, and the natives, to the number of fifty, came on board without fear, saying that they had heard such an account of the kindness of the sailors from the three boys, that they had come to trade with them. And they did trade with them, to such an extent that they parted with everything they had, even stripping off their clothes, and offering them in exchange for trinkets of little value!


  About an hour before sunset, the canoes put off from the ship to return to shore, and then it was discovered that three natives had been left behind. Tupia hailed the canoes and told them of this, but they would not return; and what seemed more surprising, the three savages did not seem to care but remained on board eating and drinking, and entertaining the ship’s company with dancing and singing of a very remarkable kind, after which they had their suppers and went quietly to bed. But they were dreadfully horrified on awaking next morning to find that the ship was sailing swiftly away with them; and they remained in a state of consternation until a canoe happened to put off from shore, and after much persuasion came alongside and took them away. The men in the canoe were very timid about coming on deck, and they could not be got to do so until the three savages assured them that the white people “did not eat men!”


  Cook then continued his voyage of discovery round New Zealand, making careful notes of the coast, and naming the various headlands as he went. As the island is fully as large as Great Britain, it took him some time to accomplish the survey. He had many adventures, and saw many strange things by the way, besides running considerable danger from the natives, who showed themselves extremely hostile.


  On one occasion, while they were entangled among some shoals, the hurry on board in working the ship led the savages to suppose the voyagers were alarmed, so taking advantage of this, four large canoes full of armed men put off and came towards them with the intention, apparently, of making an attack. A musket was fired over them, but as it did no harm they continued to come on. A four-pounder, loaded with grape, was then fired a little to one side of them. This caused them all to start up with a shout of surprise, after which they returned quietly to the shore.


  On all occasions Captain Cook exerted himself to the utmost to prevent bloodshed; but the natives were everywhere so warlike and treacherous, that this could not always be avoided.


  One day several canoes full of armed men came alongside, and were induced to trade—exchanging native cloth and arms for the usual trinkets. Tupia, the interpreter, had a little son with him named Tayeto. This little fellow was employed to stand outside the bulwarks of the ship to hand down the things from the ship to the savages in the canoes. One of these rascals, watching his opportunity, suddenly seized the lad and dragged him down into the canoe. Two of them held him down in the fore part of it, and the others with great activity paddled off—the rest of the canoes following as fast as they could.


  Upon this the marines were ordered to fire. The shot was directed to that part of the canoe which was farthest from the boy. One man dropped, upon which the others quitted their hold of the boy, who sprang nimbly into the water and swam towards the ship. A large canoe turned to recapture him, but some muskets and a great gun being fired at it, the rowers desisted from farther pursuit. The ship was immediately brought to, a boat was lowered, and poor Tayeto was picked up, very much terrified, but unhurt, and none the worse for his adventure.


  After this the discoverers had the most convincing proof that the inhabitants of New Zealand were cannibals. One day Mr Banks, Dr Solander, Tupia, and others, went ashore and visited a party of natives who appeared to have just concluded a repast. The body of a dog was found buried in their oven, and many provision-baskets stood around. In one of these they observed two bones, pretty cleanly picked, which did not seem to be the bones of a dog. On nearer inspection they were found to be those of a human being. That the flesh belonging to them had been eaten was evident, for that which remained had manifestly been dressed by fire, and in the gristles at the ends were the marks of the teeth which had gnawed them. To put an end to doubt, Tupia asked what bones they were, and the natives answered without the least hesitation that they were the bones of a man, and they had eaten the flesh off them. Upon one of the visitors pretending not to believe this, and saying that they were the bones of a dog, a native seized his own forearm with his teeth and made a show of eating it with great relish. He also took one of the bones which Mr Banks held in his hand and bit and gnawed it, drawing it through his lips, and showing by signs that it afforded a delicious repast!


  As if to relieve, somewhat, the feelings of disgust with which they were oppressed by such sights, the voyagers were regaled with the most delicious music on the following morning. About two o’clock they were awakened by the sweet singing of birds, the number of which was incredible, and their energy so great that they appeared to strain their throats in emulation of each other. This wild melody was infinitely superior to anything they had ever heard of the same kind; it seemed to be like small bells most exquisitely tuned;—perhaps the distance of the ship from shore, and the water between, may have lent additional charms to the sound.


  Ere long the birds ceased to sing, and the disagreeable subject of the previous day was recalled by the appearance of a small canoe, in which was an old man, who, on coming on deck, at once revived the conversation about eating human flesh.


  “But,” said Tupia, after some minutes’ talk, “I did not see any heads of your enemies; what do you do with them? do you not eat them too?”


  “No,” replied the old man, “we only eat the brains, and the next time I come I will bring off some of them to convince you that what I have told you is true.”


  That same day some of the sailors found on shore near an oven three human hip-bones, which they brought on board, and Mr Monkhouse, the surgeon, discovered and took on board the hair of a man’s head.


  Here also they saw practised a remarkably simple and ingenious method of catching fish, which we think might be tried with advantage on our own coasts. Happening to observe a man in his canoe fishing, they rowed alongside and asked him to draw up his line, which he readily did. At the end of it they found a net of a circular form, extended by two hoops about seven or eight feet in diameter. The top was open, and sea-ears were fastened to the bottom as bait. This he let down so as to lie upon the ground until he thought fish enough had assembled over it. Then he drew it up by an extremely gentle and even motion, so that the fish rose with it, scarcely sensible (it is supposed) that they were being lifted, until near the surface of the water, when they were brought out in the net by a sudden pull!


  The ingenuity of the New Zealanders appeared in nothing more than in their canoes, of which the following description is in Cook’s own words:


  “They are long and narrow, and in shape very much resemble a New England whale-boat; the larger sort seem to be built chiefly for war, and will carry from forty to eighty or a hundred armed men. We measured one which lay ashore at Tolago. She was sixty-eight feet and a half long, five feet broad, and three feet and a half deep. The bottom was sharp, with straight sides like a wedge, and consisted of three lengths hollowed out to about two inches, or an inch and a half thick, and well fastened together with strong plaiting. Each side consisted of one entire plank sixty-three feet long, ten or twelve inches broad, and about an inch and a quarter thick, and these were fitted and lashed to the bottom part with great dexterity and strength. A considerable number of thwarts were laid from gunwale to gunwale, to which they were securely lashed on each side, as a strengthening to the boat. The ornament at the head projected five or six feet beyond the body, and was about four feet and a half high. The ornament at the stern was fixed upon that end as the stern-post of a ship is fixed upon its keel, and was about fourteen feet high, two feet broad, and an inch and a half thick. They both consisted of boards of carved work, of which the design was much better than the execution.”


  The smaller canoes, which were of one piece hollowed out by fire, usually had “outriggers,”—boards projecting from, and parallel to, the canoes—to prevent their overturning, and occasionally two canoes were joined together for the same purpose, as, if unsupported, they were extremely liable to upset.


  The tools with which these canoes and their other implements and utensils were made consisted of axes and adzes made of a hard black stone, or of a green talc, which latter stone is not only hard but tough. They had chisels made of small fragments of jasper, and of human bones. These also served the purpose of augers for boring holes. Fish-hooks were of bone or shell; these, however, were not well made, but in the fabrication of most of their implements, canoes, war-clubs, baskets, etcetera, they displayed a considerable degree of taste, neatness of hand, and ingenuity.


  Our space forbids us following Captain Cook very closely in his many voyages throughout the great archipelago of the South Seas. In this volume we have touched but lightly here and there on the immense variety of subjects which came under his observation. Those who wish for fuller information will find it in the work entitled The Voyages of Captain Cook round the World, which contains his own most interesting journals.


  Passing over the years which intervene between the period of which we have been writing and the last voyage he ever made to the islands of the South Seas, we leap at once, in the next chapter, to the sad closing scenes of the great navigator’s career.
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  Chapter Eleven. The Last Voyage and Sad End of the Great Discoverer.


  In the spring of 1776 Captain Cook set sail on his last voyage, in command of the Resolution, accompanied by the Discovery under Captain Clerke, an able officer, who had been Cook’s second lieutenant on board the Resolution in his second voyage round the world.


  The expedition was well supplied with everything that might conduce to its success, or to the comfort of those engaged in it, and many useful articles were put on board to be given to the South-Sea islanders, with a view to improve their condition—among other things, some live-stock, which, it was hoped, would multiply on the islands—such as a bull, and two cows with their calves, and some sheep; besides a quantity of such European garden seeds as were likely to thrive in those regions.


  It says much for the perseverance and energy of Captain Cook that, although his education had been so defective that he only began to study Euclid and Astronomy at the age of thirty-one, he was nevertheless competent to conduct, without the aid of a scientific man, the astronomical department of this voyage.


  The vessels touched at the Cape of Good Hope in passing, and sailed thence on their voyage of discovery, which extended over three years, during which period they visited Van Diemen’s land, on the south of Australia, New Zealand, the Society Islands, Sandwich Islands, and other groups of the Pacific; also the western and northern coasts of North America, and saw new and beautiful regions, as well as strange and wonderful—in some cases terrible—sights, the mere enumeration of which, without going into detail, would fill many pages. We hasten, therefore, to that point in the narrative which describes the visit of the expedition to the island of Owhyhee, where its heroic commander terminated his brilliant career.


  On January 1779 the Resolution and the Discovery put into a large bay named Karakakooa on the west of the island, for the purpose of refitting the ships and laying in an additional supply of water and provisions. They moored on the north side of the bay, about quarter of a mile from the shore. Here they were well received by the inhabitants, who at first were extremely hospitable. Captain King, in his journal of the transactions at this place, writes:—


  “As soon as the inhabitants perceived our intention of anchoring in the bay, they came off in astonishing numbers, and expressed their joy by singing and shouting, and exhibiting a variety of wild and extravagant gestures. The sides, the decks, and rigging of both ships were soon completely covered with them, and a multitude of women and boys, who had not been able to get canoes, came swimming round us in shoals; many of them not finding room on board, remained the whole day playing in the water!”


  Afterwards Captain Cook went ashore and was received with many extraordinary ceremonies, which bore a strong resemblance to religious worship, but in regard to this he and his companions could only form conjectures, and were very glad to find that their entertainers were so friendly. Next morning Captain King went ashore with a guard of eight marines to erect an observatory in such a situation as might best enable him to superintend and protect the waterers and other working parties that were to be on shore. The spot chosen was immediately marked off with wands by the friendly native priests, who thus consecrated the ground, or placed it under “taboo”—a sort of religious interdiction, which effectually protected it from the intrusion of the natives—for none ever ventured, during their stay, to enter within the tabooed space without permission.


  Very different was it on board the ships. These, not being tabooed, were overwhelmed with visitors, particularly women, who flocked on board in such numbers that the men were obliged to clear the decks almost every hour in order to have room to attend to their duties—on which occasions two or three hundred women were frequently made to jump into the water at once, where they continued swimming and playing about until they could again obtain admittance!


  While, however, the priests of the island were very attentive to their visitors—sending them gifts of pigs and vegetables with extreme liberality, and expecting nothing in return, the warrior chiefs were not so disinterested. They expected and received many gifts, and they were so much addicted to theft that a constant watch had to be kept upon them, while examples had occasionally to be made of those who were caught in the act. Soon after their arrival the ships were visited in state by the King of the island, whose name was Terreeoboo. Some of his chiefs accompanied him, and all of them were dressed in rich feathered cloaks and helmets, and armed with long spears and daggers. Along with them they brought their idols, which were gigantic busts made of wicker-work, curiously covered with small feathers. Their eyes were made of large pearl oysters, with a black nut fixed in the centre of each; double rows of dogs’ teeth ornamented their mouths, and their features were strangely distorted. The King and his friends were hospitably received. Presents were made, and expressions of good-will and friendship interchanged.


  Thus everything went on prosperously. The refitting and provisioning were completed; games and ceremonies were witnessed; and finally the ships left the island with the good wishes of a people who had treated their visitors with singular kindness and hospitality during the whole period of their sojourn.


  Unfortunately, soon afterwards, the Resolution was so much damaged in a gale, that it was found necessary to return to Karakakooa Bay for repairs. To the surprise of the voyagers their reception on this occasion was very different from what it had been at first. There was no shouting, no bustle, no coming off in shoals—only here and there a canoe was seen stealing along the solitary shore. On inquiry, they were told that King Terreeoboo was absent, and had laid the bay under taboo! This looked very suspicious. However, as there was no help for it, they landed their men with the foremast of one of the ships, which required repair, and for two or three days pushed forward their work busily, expecting that when the king returned and removed the interdict, the natives would flock round them with the same good feeling as before.


  Things went on in their usual quiet way till the afternoon of the 13th of February. On the evening of that day the watering-party was interfered with by natives who had armed themselves with stones, and were becoming very insolent. On the appearance, however, of Captain King with one of the marines, they threw away the stones, and some of the chiefs drove the mob away. Captain Cook, on hearing of this, ordered the sentinels to load with ball, and to fire if the interference should be repeated. Soon after that the party on shore were alarmed by a fire of musketry from the Discovery. It was directed at a small canoe which was paddling to the shore in great haste, pursued by one of the ship’s boats. The canoe reached the shore first, and the natives, who had been stealing, made their escape. Captain Cook and Captain King pursued them into the woods for about three miles, but failed to overtake them.


  During Cook’s absence a serious difference occurred on the shore. One of the officers conceived it to be his duty to seize one of the native canoes. This chanced to belong to a great man named Pareea, who soon afterwards claimed his property. The officer refused to give it up, and a scuffle ensued, in which Pareea was knocked on the head with an oar. The natives immediately attacked the sailors with a shower of stones, which compelled them to retreat precipitately into the sea and swim off to a rock at some distance from the shore, leaving the pinnace in the hands of the natives, who at once ransacked it. They would probably have demolished it entirely had not Pareea, who soon recovered from his blow, come forward, and, with an admirable spirit of forgiveness, rescued it from their hands, returned it to the sailors, and afterwards rubbed noses with the officer who caused all the mischief, in token of his reconciliation!


  During that night the cutter of the Discovery was stolen, and next morning Captain Cook, landing with nine marines, went up to the village. It had been his usual practice, whenever anything of importance was lost at any of the islands in that ocean, to get the king or some of the chief men on board, and keep them as hostages until the missing article should be restored. This method, which had been always attended with success, he meant to pursue on the present occasion. Meanwhile, the boats of both ships were ordered out, and well manned and armed.


  Captain Cook then marched into the village, where he was received with the usual marks of respect—the people prostrating themselves before him, and bringing him their accustomed offerings of small hogs.


  We cannot help remarking here that Cook was to be blamed for permitting the natives to treat him with a degree of ceremonious solemnity which was obviously meant as an act of worship. The only thing that can be said in his defence, we think, is, that in a region where many remarkable, and to him incomprehensible, customs prevailed, he could not certainly assure himself that the people were not paying to him the ordinary homage which they were accustomed to pay to every great chief who visited their island.


  He found the old king just awakening from sleep, and, after a short conversation about the loss of the cutter, the captain invited him to return in the boat and spend the day on board the Resolution. The king readily consented, but while on his way to the beach one of his wives, who evidently suspected treachery, besought him with many tears not to go on board. At the same time, two of his chiefs laid hold of him, and, insisting that he should go no farther, forced him to sit down. The natives had by this time collected in prodigious numbers, and the Englishmen were so surrounded that it would have been impossible for them to use their arms if any occasion had required it. Captain Cook, therefore, was obliged to give up his efforts to induce the old king to go on board.


  As yet the captain had not expected or feared any attempt at personal violence, and it is probable that he would have succeeded in coming off scatheless on this occasion, as he had done many a time before, had not an unfortunate incident occurred, which gave a fatal turn to the affair. The boats of the ship, which had been stationed across the bay, fired at some canoes that were attempting to escape, and unfortunately killed a chief of the first rank. The news of his death reached the village just as Captain Cook was leaving the king, and the excitement occasioned was very great. One evidence that the natives meant to be revenged was that all the women and children were immediately sent off, and they made their intention still more apparent by putting on their war-mats, and arming themselves with spears and stones. Just before this, however, the nine marines had been ordered to extricate themselves from the crowd and line the rocks along the shore.


  One of the natives having a stone in one hand, and a long iron spike in the other, came up to the captain in a defiant manner, flourishing his weapon, and threatening to throw the stone. Cook told him to desist, but he persisted in his threatening actions, and at length provoked the captain to fire a charge of small-shot into him, having on his war-mat, however, it had no other effect than to stir up his wrath. Several stones were now thrown at the marines, and a native attempted to stab one of the party with his spear; in this, however, he failed, and was knocked down with the butt-end of a musket.


  Captain Cook now felt that the safety of the party depended on prompt, decisive action, for the more he exercised forbearance the more did the savages threaten. He therefore fired his second barrel, which was loaded with ball, and killed one of the foremost.


  A general attack with stones immediately followed. This was met by a discharge of muskets from the marines and the people in the boats. Contrary to expectation, the natives stood the fire with great firmness. From the accounts given of the transaction, it would appear that all the marines had discharged their muskets—none having reserved fire. This was a fatal mistake, because, before they had time to reload the natives rushed upon them in overwhelming numbers, and with fearful yells. Then followed a scene of indescribable horror and confusion.


  Captain King, Cook’s intimate friend, says, in regard to this closing scene, that four of the marines were cut off among the rocks in their retreat, and fell a sacrifice to the fury of the enemy; three more were dangerously wounded. The lieutenant, who had received a stab between the shoulders with a pahooa, having fortunately reserved his fire, shot the man who had wounded him just as he was going to repeat the blow. The unfortunate Captain Cook, when last seen distinctly, was standing at the water’s edge, calling out to the men in the boats to cease firing and to pull in. If it be true, as some of those who were present have imagined, that the marines and boatmen had fired without his orders, and that he was desirous of preventing further bloodshed, it is not improbable that his humanity, on this occasion, proved fatal to him; for it was remarked that while he faced the natives none of them had offered him any violence, but that having turned about to give his order to the boats, he was stabbed in the back, and fell with his face into the water.


  On seeing him fall the savages gave a great shout, rushed upon him, and dragged him on shore. They then surrounded him, and, snatching the daggers out of each other’s hands, showed a savage eagerness to have a share in his destruction.


  “Thus,” continues King, “fell our great and excellent commander! After a life of so much distinguished and successful enterprise, his death, as far as regards himself, cannot be reckoned premature, since he lived to finish the great work for which he seems to have been designed, and was rather removed from enjoyment than cut off from the acquisition of glory. How sincerely his loss was felt and lamented by those who had so long found their general security in his skill and conduct, and every consolation under their hardships in his tenderness and humanity, it is neither necessary nor possible for me to describe, much less shall I attempt to paint the horror with which we were struck, and the universal dejection and dismay which followed so dreadful and unexpected a calamity.”


  In commenting on Captain Cook’s services, the same gentleman says:


  “Perhaps no science ever received greater additions from the labours of a single man than geography has done from those of Captain Cook. In his first voyage to the South Seas he discovered the Society Islands; determined the insularity of New Zealand, discovered the Straits which separate the two islands, and are called after his name, and made a complete survey of both. He afterwards explored the eastern coast of New Holland, hitherto unknown, to an extent of twenty-seven degrees of latitude, or upwards of two thousand miles.” In succeeding years he settled the disputed point of the existence of a great southern continent traversing the ocean there between the latitudes of 40 degrees and 70 degrees in such a way as to show the impossibility of its existence, “unless near the pole, and beyond the reach of navigation.” (We may be permitted, in these days of general advancement, mental and physical, to doubt whether any part of the globe is absolutely “beyond the reach of navigation!”) He discovered also the islands of New Caledonia and Georgia, and the Sandwich Islands; explored the western coasts of North America into the frozen regions, and ascertained the proximity of the two great continents of Asia and America. In short,—to use the words of his biographer, which compress the nature and value of the great navigator’s services into a small and easily comprehended point—“if we except the sea of Amur and the Japanese Archipelago, which still remain imperfectly known to Europeans, he has completed the hydrography of the habitable globe.”
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  Captain Cook has passed away, and the generation of men, with those whom he benefited and those who slew him, has gone to its account, but the coral islands remain as they were of old, resplendent with the beautiful works of God, though not, as of old, marred so terribly by the diabolical devices of man. “Cannibal Islands” some of them still are, without doubt, but a large proportion of them have been saved from heathen darkness by the light of God’s Truth as revealed in the Holy Bible, and many thousands of islanders—including the descendants of those who slew the great Captain of the last generation—have enrolled themselves under the banner of the “Captain of our salvation,” and are now, through God’s mercy, clothed and in their right mind.


  The End.
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Chapter One.


In Which the Tale Begins Somewhat Furiously.


By the early light of a bright summer morning, long, long ago,
two
small boats were seen to issue from one of the fiords or firths on the
west coast of Norway, and row towards the skerries or low rocky islets
that lay about a mile distant from the mainland.


Although the morning was young, the sun was already high in
the
heavens, and brought out in glowing colours the varied characteristics
of a mountain scene of unrivalled grandeur.


The two shallops moved swiftly towards the islands, their oars
shivering the liquid mirror of the sea, and producing almost the only
sound that disturbed the universal stillness, for at that early hour
Nature herself seemed buried in deep repose. A silvery mist hung over
the water, through which the innumerable rocks and islands assumed
fantastic shapes, and the more distant among them appeared as though
they floated in air. A few seagulls rose startled from their nests, and
sailed upwards with plaintive cries, as the keels of the boats grated
on the rocks, and the men stepped out and hauled them up on the beach
of one of the islets.


A wild uncouth crew were those Norsemen of old! All were
armed, for
in their days the power and the means of self-defence were absolutely
necessary to self-preservation.


Most of them wore portions of scale armour, or shirts of ring
mail,
and headpieces of steel, though a few among them appeared to have
confidence in the protection afforded by the thick hide of the wolf,
which, converted into rude, yet not ungraceful, garments, covered their
broad shoulders. All, without exception, carried sword or battle-axe
and shield. They were goodly stalwart men every one, but silent and
stern.


It might have been observed that the two boats, although bound
for
the same islet, did not row in company. They were beached as far from
each other as the little bay into which they ran would admit of, and
the crews stood aloof in two distinct groups.


In the centre of each group stood a man who, from his aspect
and
bearing, appeared to be superior to his fellows. One was in the prime
of life, dark and grave; the other in the first flush of manhood, full
grown, though beardless, fair, and ruddy. Both were taller and stouter
than their comrades.


The two men had met there to fight, and the cause of their
feud was—Love!


Both loved a fair Norse maiden in Horlingdal. The father of
the maid
favoured the elder warrior; the maid herself preferred the younger.


In those days, barbarous though they undoubtedly were, law and
justice were more respected and more frequently appealed to in Norway
than in almost any other country. Liberty, crushed elsewhere under the
deadweight of feudalism, found a home in the bleak North, and a rough
but loving welcome from the piratical, sea-roving! She did not, indeed,
dwell altogether scathless among her demi-savage guardians, who, if
their perceptions of right and wrong were somewhat confused, might have
urged in excuse that their light was small. She received many shocks
and frequent insults from individuals, but liberty was sincerely loved
and fondly cherished by the body of the Norwegian people, through all
the period of those dark ages during which other nations scarce dared
to mention her name.


Nevertheless, it was sometimes deemed more convenient to
settle
disputes by the summary method of an appeal to arms than to await the
issue of a tedious and uncertain lawsuit such an appeal being perfectly
competent to those who preferred it, and the belief being strong among
the fiery spirits of the age that Odin, the god of war, would assuredly
give victory to the right.


In the present instance it was not considered any infringement
of
the law of liberty that the issue of the combat would be the disposal
of a fair woman’s hand, with or without her heart. Then, as
now, women
were often forced to marry against their will.


Having gone to that island to fight—an island being
a naturally
circumscribed battlefield whose limits could not conveniently be
transgressed—the two champions set to work at once with the
cool
businesslike promptitude of men sprung from a warlike race, and
nurtured from their birth in the midst of war’s alarms.


Together, and without speaking, they ascended the rock, which
was
low and almost barren, with a small extent of turf in the centre,
level, and admirably suited to their purpose. Here they faced each
other; the one drew his sword, the other raised his battle-axe.


There was no sentiment in that combat. The times and the men
were
extremely matter-of-fact. The act of slaying gracefully had not yet
been acquired; yet there was much of manly grace displayed as each
threw himself into the position that nature and experience had taught
him was best suited to the wielding of his peculiar weapon.


For one instant each gazed intently into the face of the
other, as
if to read there his premeditated plan of attack. At that moment the
clear blue eye of the younger man dilated, and, as his courage rose,
the colour mounted to his cheek. The swart brow of the other darkened
as he marked the change; then, with sudden spring and shout, the two
fell upon each other and dealt their blows with incredible vigour and
rapidity.


They were a well-matched pair. For nearly two hours did they
toil
and moil over the narrow limits of that sea-girt rock—yet
victory
leaned to neither side. Now the furious blows rained incessant on the
sounding shields; anon the din of strife ceased, while the combatants
moved round each other, shifting their position with elastic step, as,
with wary motion and eagle glances, each sought to catch the other off
his guard, and the clash of steel, as the weapons met in sudden onset,
was mingled with the shout of anger or defiance. The sun glanced on
whirling blade and axe, and sparkled on their coats of mail as if the
lightning flash were playing round them; while screaming seamews flew
and circled overhead, as though they regarded with intelligent interest
and terror the mortal strife that was going on below.


Blood ere long began to flow freely on both sides; the vigour
of the
blows began to abate, the steps to falter. The youthful cheek grew
pale; the dark warrior’s brow grew darker, while heaving
chests,
labouring breath, and an occasional gasp, betokened the approaching
termination of the struggle. Suddenly the youth, as if under the
influence of a new impulse, dropped his shield, sprang forward, raised
himself to his full height, grasped his axe with both hands, and,
throwing it aloft (thus recklessly exposing his person), brought it
down with terrific violence on the shield of his adversary.


The action was so sudden that the other, already much
exhausted, was
for the moment paralysed, and failed to take advantage of his
opportunity. He met but failed to arrest the blow with his shield. It
was crushed down upon his head, and in another moment the swarthy
warrior lay stretched upon the turf.


Sternly the men conveyed their fallen chief to his boat, and
rowed
him to the mainland, and many a week passed by ere he recovered from
the effects of the blow that felled him. His conqueror returned to have
his wounds dressed by the bride for whom he had fought so long and so
valiantly on that bright summer morning.


Thus it was that King Haldor of Horlingdal, surnamed the
Fierce,
conquered King Ulf of Romsdal, acquired his distinctive appellation,
and won Herfrida the Soft-eyed for his bride.


It must not be supposed that these warriors were kings in the
ordinary acceptation of that term. They belonged to the class of
“small” or petty kings, of whom there were great
numbers in Norway in
those days, and were merely rich and powerful free-landholders or
udallers.


Haldor the Fierce had a large family of sons and daughters.
They were all fair, strong, and extremely handsome, like himself.


Ulf of Romsdal did not die of his wounds, neither did he die
of
love. Disappointed love was then, as now, a terrible disease, but not
necessarily fatal. Northmen were very sturdy in the olden time. They
almost always recovered from that disease sooner or later. When his
wounds were healed, Ulf married a fair girl of the Horlingdal district,
and went to reside there, but his change of abode did not alter his
title. He was always spoken of as Ulf of Romsdal. He and his old enemy
Haldor the Fierce speedily became fast friends; and so was it with
their wives, Astrid and Herfrida, who also took mightily to each other.
They span, and carded wool, and sewed together oftentimes, and
discussed the affairs of Horlingdal, no doubt with mutual advantage and
satisfaction.


Twenty years passed away, and Haldor’s eldest son,
Erling, grew to
be a man. He was very like his father—almost a giant in size;
fair,
very strong, and remarkably handsome. His silken yellow hair fell in
heavy curls on a pair of the broadest shoulders in the dale. Although
so young, he already had a thick short beard, which was very soft and
curly. His limbs were massive, but they were so well proportioned, and
his movements so lithe, that his great size and strength were not fully
appreciated until one stood close by his side or fell into his powerful
grasp.


Erling was lion-like, yet he was by nature gentle and
retiring. He
had a kindly smile, a hearty laugh, and bright blue eyes. Had he lived
in modern days he would undoubtedly have been a man of peace. But he
lived “long long ago”—therefore he was a
man of war. Being unusually
fearless, his companions of the valley called him Erling the Bold. He
was, moreover, extremely fond of the sea, and often went on viking
cruises in his own ships, whence he was also styled Erling the
Sea-king, although he did not at that time possess a foot of land over
which to exercise kingly authority.


Now, it must be explained here that the words Sea-king and
Viking do
not denote the same thing. One is apt to be misled by the termination
of the latter word, which has no reference whatever to the royal title
king. A viking was merely a piratical rover on the sea, the sea-warrior
of the period, but a Sea-king was a leader and commander of vikings.
Every Sea-king was a viking, but every viking was not a Sea-king; just
as every Admiral is a sailor, but every sailor is not an Admiral. When
it is said that Erling was a Sea-king, it is much as if we had said he
was an admiral in a small way.











Chapter Two.


Introduces, among others, the Hero and Heroine, and opens up
a View of Norse Life in the Olden Time.


Ulf of Romsdal had a daughter named Hilda. She was fair, and
extremely pretty.


The young men said that her brow was the habitation of the
lily, her
eye the mirror of the heavens, her cheek the dwelling-place of the
rose. True, in the ardour of their feelings and strength of their
imaginations they used strong language; nevertheless it was impossible
to overpraise the Norse maiden. Her nut-brown hair fell in luxuriant
masses over her shapely shoulders, reaching far below the waist; her
skin was fair, and her manners engaging. Hilda was undoubtedly
blue-eyed and beautiful. She was just seventeen at this time. Those who
loved her (and there were few who did not) styled her the sunbeam.


Erling and Hilda had dwelt near each other from infancy. They
had
been playmates, and for many years were as brother and sister to each
other. Erling’s affection had gradually grown into a stronger
passion,
but he never mentioned the fact to anyone, being exceedingly shamefaced
and shy in regard to love. He would have given his ears to have known
that his love was returned, but he dared not to ask. He was very stupid
on this point. In regard to other things he was sharp-witted above his
fellows. None knew better than he how to guide the
“warship” through
the intricate mazes of the island-studded coast of Norway; none
equalled him in deeds of arms; no one excelled him in speed of foot, in
scaling the fells, or in tracking the wolf and bear to their dens; but
all beat him in love-making! He was wondrously slow and obtuse at that,
and could by no means discover whether or not Hilda regarded him as a
lover or a brother. As uncertainty on this point continued, Erling
became jealous of all the young men who approached her, and in
proportion as this feeling increased his natural disposition changed,
and his chafing spirit struggled fiercely within him. But his native
good sense and modesty enabled him pretty well to conceal his feelings.
As for Hilda, no one knew the state of her mind. It is probable that at
this time she herself had not a very distinct idea on the point.


Hilda had a foster-sister named Ada, who was also very
beautiful.
She was unusually dark for a Norse maiden. Her akin indeed was fair,
but her hair and eyes were black like the raven’s wing. Her
father was
King Hakon of Drontheim.


It was the custom in those warlike days for parents to send
out some
of their children to be fostered by others—in order, no
doubt, to
render next to impossible the total extirpation of their families at a
time when sudden descents upon households were common. By thus
scattering their children the chances of family annihilation were
lessened, and the probability that some members might be left alive to
take revenge was greatly increased.


Hilda and Ada were warmly attached. Having been brought up
together,
they loved each other as sisters—all the more, perhaps, that
in
character they were somewhat opposed. Hilda was grave, thoughtful,
almost pensive. Ada was full of vivacity and mirth, fond of fun, and by
no means averse to a little of what she styled harmless mischief.


Now there was a man in Horlingdal called Glumm, surnamed the
Gruff,
who loved Ada fervently. He was a stout, handsome man, of ruddy
complexion, and second only to Erling in personal strength and prowess.
But by nature he was morose and gloomy. Nothing worse, however, could
be said of him. In other respects he was esteemed a brave, excellent
man. Glumm was too proud to show his love to Ada very plainly; but she
had wit enough to discover it, though no one else did, and she resolved
to punish him for his pride by keeping him in suspense.


Horlingdal, where Ulf and Haldor and their families dwelt was,
like
nearly all the vales on the west of Norway, hemmed in by steep
mountains of great height, which were covered with dark pines and birch
trees. To the level pastures high up on mountain tops the inhabitants
were wont to send their cattle to feed in summer—the small
crops of hay
in the valleys being carefully gathered and housed for winter use.


Every morning, before the birds began to twitter, Hilda set
out,
with her pail and her wooden box, to climb the mountain to the upland
dairy or “saeter”, and fetch the milk and butter
required by the family
during the day. Although the maid was of noble birth—Ulf
claiming
descent from one of those who are said to have come over with Odin and
his twelve godars or priests from Asia—this was not deemed an
inappropriate occupation. Among the Norsemen labour was the lot of high
and low. He was esteemed the best man who could fight most valiantly in
battle and labour most actively in the field or with the tools of the
smith and carpenter. Ulf of Romsdal, although styled king in virtue of
his descent, was not too proud, in the busy summertime, to throw off
his coat and toss the hay in his own fields in the midst of his thralls
(slaves taken in war) and house-carles. Neither he, nor Haldor, nor any
of the small kings, although they were the chief men of the districts
in which they resided, thought it beneath their dignity to forge their
own spearheads and anchors, or to mend their own doors. As it was with
the men, so was it with the women. Hilda the Sunbeam was not despised
because she climbed the mountainside to fetch milk and butter for the
family.


One morning, in returning from the fell, Hilda heard the loud
clatter of the anvil at Haldorstede. Having learned that morning that
Danish vikings had been seen prowling among the islands near the fiord,
she turned aside to enquire the news.


Haldorstede lay about a mile up the valley, and Hilda passed
it
every morning on her way to and from the saeter. Ulfstede lay near the
shore of the fiord. Turning into the smithy, she found Erling busily
engaged in hammering a huge mass of stubborn red-hot metal. So intent
was the young man on his occupation that he failed to observe the
entrance of his fair visitor, who set down her milk pail, and stood for
a few minutes with her hands folded and her eyes fixed demurely on her
lover.


Erling had thrown off his jerkin and rolled up the sleeves of
his
shirt of coarse homespun fabric, in order to give his thick muscular
arms unimpeded play in wielding the hammer and turning the mass of
glowing metal on the anvil. He wore woollen breeches and hose, both of
which had been fashioned by the fingers of his buxom mother, Herfrida.
A pair of neatly formed shoes of untanned hide—his own
workmanship—protected his feet, and his waist was encircled
by a broad
leathern girdle, from one side of which depended a short hunting-knife,
and from the other a flap, with a slit in it, to support his sword. The
latter weapon—a heavy double-edged blade—stood
leaning against the
forge chimney, along with a huge battle-axe, within reach of his hand.
The collar of his shirt was thrown well back, exposing to view a neck
and chest whose muscles denoted extraordinary power, and the whiteness
of which contrasted strikingly with the ruddy hue of his deeply bronzed
countenance.


The young giant appeared to take pleasure in the exercise of
his
superabundant strength, for, instead of using the ordinary single-hand
hammer with which other men were wont to bend the glowing metal to
their will, he wielded the great forehammer, and did it as easily, too,
with his right arm as if it had been but a wooden mallet. The mass of
metal at which he wrought was thick and unyielding, but under his heavy
blows it began to assume the form of an axe—a fact which
Hilda noticed
with a somewhat saddened brow. Erling’s long hair, rolling as
it did
down his shoulders, frequently straggled over his face and interfered
slightly with his vision, whereupon he shook it back with an impatient
toss, as a lion might shake his mane, while he toiled with violent
energy at his work. To look at him, one might suppose that Vulcan
himself had condescended to visit the abodes of men, and work in a
terrestrial smithy!


During one of the tosses with which he threw back his hair,
Erling
chanced to raise his eyes, which instantly fell upon Hilda. A glad
smile beamed on his flushed face, and he let the hammer fall with a
ringing clatter on the anvil, exclaiming:


“Ha! good morrow to thee, Hilda! Thou comest with
stealthy tread,
like the midnight marauder. What news? Does all go well at Ulfstede?
But why so sad, Hilda? Thy countenance is not wont to quarrel with the
mountain air.”


“Truly, no!” replied the girl, smiling,
“mountain air likes me well.
If my looks are sadder than usual, it is because of the form of the
weapon thou art fashioning.”


“The weapon!” exclaimed Erling, as he
raised the handle of the
hammer, and, resting his arms on it, gazed at his visitor in some
surprise. “It is but an axe—a simple axe, perchance
a trifle heavier
than other axes because it suits my arm better, and I have a weakness
that way. What ails thee at a battle-axe, Hilda?”


“I quarrel not with the axe, Erling, but it reminds
me of thy love
of fighting, and I grieve for that. Why art thou so fond of
war?”


“Fond of war!” echoed the youth.
“Now, out upon thee, Hilda! what were a man fit for if he
could not fight?”


“Nay, I question not thine ability to fight, but I
grieve to see thy love for fighting.”


“Truly there seems to me a close relationship
between the love of
war and the ability to fight,” returned the youth.
“But to be plain
with thee: I do not love war so much as ye think.
Yet I utter
this in thine ear, for I would not that the blades of the valley knew
it, lest they might presume upon it, and I should have to prove my
ability—despite my want of love—upon some of their
carcasses.”


“I wish there were no such thing as war,”
said Hilda with a sigh.


Erling knitted his brows and gazed into the smithy fire as if
he
were engaged in pondering some knotty point. “Well,
I’m not sure,” said
he slowly, and descending to a graver tone of address—
“I’m not sure
that I can go quite so far as that. If we had no war at all, perchance
our swords might rust, and our skill, for want of practice, might fail
us in the hour of need. Besides, how could men in that case hope to
dwell with Odin in Valhalla’s bright and merry halls? But I
agree with
thee in wishing that we had less of war and more of peace at
home.”


“I fear,” said Hilda, “we seem
likely to have more of war and less
of peace than usual, if rumours be true. Have you heard that Danish
vikings have been seen among the islands?”


“Aye, truly, I have heard of them, and it is that
which has sent me
to the smithy this morning to hasten forward my battle-axe; for I love
not too light a weapon. You see, Hilda, when it has not weight one must
sometimes repeat the blow; especially if the mail be strong. But with a
heavy axe and a stout arm there is no need for that. I had begun this
weapon,” continued the youth, as if he were musing aloud
rather than
speaking to his companion, “with intent to try its metal on
the head of
the King; but I fear me it will be necessary to use it in cracking a
viking’s headpiece before it cleaves a royal crown.”


“The King!” exclaimed Hilda, with a look
of surprise, not unmingled with terror, “Erling, has ambition
led thee to this?”


“Not so; but self-preservation urges me to
it.”


The maiden paused a few seconds, ere she replied in a
meditative
voice— “The old man who came among us a year ago,
and who calls himself
Christian, tells me that his god is not a god of war, like Odin; he
says that his god permits no war to men, save that of self-defence;
but, Erling, would slaying the King be indeed an act of
self-preservation?”


“Aye, in good sooth would it,” replied the
youth quickly, while a dark frown crossed his brow.


“How can that be?” asked the maiden.


“Hast such small love for gossip, Hilda, that the
foul deeds and
ambitious projects of Harald Haarfager have not reached thine
ear?”


“I have heard,” replied Hilda,
“that he is fond of war, which,
truly, is no news, and that he is just now more busy with his bloody
game than usual; but what does that matter to thee?”


“Matter!” cried the youth impatiently, as
he seized the lump of
metal on which he had been at work, and, thrusting it into the
smouldering charcoal, commenced to blow the fire energetically, as if
to relieve his feelings. “Know ye not that the
King—this Harald
Fairhair—is not satisfied with the goodly domains that of
right belong
to him, and the kingly rule which he holds, according to law, over all
Norway, but that he means to subdue the whole land to himself, and
trample on our necks as he has already trampled on our laws?”


“I know somewhat of this,” said Hilda.


“No one,” pursued Erling vehemently, and
blowing the fire into a
fervent heat—“no one denies to Harald the right to
wear the crown of
Norway. That was settled at the Ore Thing (see note 1) in Drontheim
long ago; but everyone denies his right to interfere with our
established laws and privileges. Has he not, by mere might and force of
arms, slain many, and enslaved others, of our best and bravest men? And
now he proposes to reduce the whole land to slavery, or something like
it, and all because of the foolish speech of a proud girl, who says she
will not wed him until he shall first subdue to himself the whole of
Norway, and rule over it as fully and freely as King Eric rules over
Sweden, or King Gorm over Denmark. He has sworn that he will neither
clip nor comb his hair, until he has subdued all the land with scatt
(taxes) and duties and domains, or die in the attempt. Trust me! he is
like to die in the attempt; and since his Kingship is to be so little
occupied with his hair, it would please me well if he would use his
time and his shears in clipping the tongue of the wench that set him on
so foul an errand. All this thou knowest, Hilda, as well as I; but thou
dost not know that men have been at the stede to-day, who tell us that
the King is advancing north, and is victorious everywhere. Already King
Gandalf and Hako are slain; the two sons of King Eystein have also
fallen, and many of the upland kings have been burned, with most of
their men, in a house at Ringsager. It is not many days since Harald
went up Gudbrandsdal, and north over the Doverfielde, where he ordered
all the men to be slain, and everything wide around to be given to the
flames. King Gryting of Orkadal and all his people have sworn fidelity
to him, and now—worst news of all—it is said he is
coming over to pay
us a visit in Horlingdal. Is not here cause for fighting in
self-defence, or rather for country, and laws and freedom, and wives,
and children, and—”


The excited youth stopped abruptly, and, seizing the tongs,
whirled
the white mass of semi-molten steel upon the anvil, and fell to
belabouring it with such goodwill that a bright shower of sparks drove
Hilda precipitately out of the workshop.


The wrongs which roused the young Norseman’s
indignation to such a pitch are matters of history.


The government of the country at that time involved the
democratic
element very largely. No act or expedition of any importance could be
done or undertaken without the previous deliberation and consent of a
“Thing”, or assembly of landed proprietors. There
were many different
Things—such as General Things, District Things, House Things
of the
King’s counsellors, and Herd Things of the Court, etcetera,
and to such
of these there was a distinct and well-known trumpet call. There were
also four great Things which were legislative, while the small district
Things were only administrative. In addition to which there was the Ore
Thing of Drontheim, referred to by Erling. At these Things the King
himself possessed no greater power than any of the bonders. He was only
a “Thing-man” at a Thing.


No wonder, then, that the self-governing and warlike Norsemen
could
not bring themselves tamely to submit to the tyranny of Harald
Haarfager, or Fairhair, King of Norway by hereditary right, when he
cast aside all the restraints of ancient custom, and, in his effort to
obtain more power, commenced those bloody wars with his subjects, which
had the effect of causing many of his chief men to expatriate
themselves and seek new homes in the islands of the great western sea,
and which ultimately resulted in the subjugation (at least during that
reign) of all the petty kings of Norway. These small kings, be it
observed, were not at that time exercising any illegal power, or in the
occupation of any unwarrantable position, which could be pleaded by
King Harald in justification of his violent proceedings against them.
The title of king did not imply independent sovereignty. They were
merely the hereditary lords of the soil, who exercised independent and
rightful authority over their own estates and households, and modified
authority over their respective districts, subject, however, to the
laws of the land—laws which were recognised and perfectly
understood by
the people and the king, and which were admitted by people and king
alike to have more authority than the royal will itself. By law the
small kings were bound to attend the meetings of the Stor Things or
Parliaments, at the summons of the sovereign, and to abide by the
decisions of those assemblies, where all men met on an equal footing,
but where, of course, intellectual power and eloquence led the
multitude, for good or for evil, then just as they do now, and will
continue to do as long as, and wherever, free discussion shall obtain.
To say that the possession of power, wealth, or influence was
frequently abused to the overawing and coercing of those assemblies, is
simply to state that they were composed of human beings possessed of
fallen natures.


So thoroughly did the Northmen appreciate the importance of
having a
right to raise their voices and to vote in the national parliaments,
and so jealously did they assert and maintain their privileges, that
the King himself—before he could, on his accession, assume
the
crown—was obliged to appear at the
“Thing”, where a freeborn landholder
proposed him, and where his title to the crown was investigated and
proved in due form. No war expedition on a large scale could be
undertaken until a Thing had been converged, and requisition legally
made by the King for a supply of men and arms; and, generally, whenever
any act affecting national or even district interests was contemplated,
it was necessary to assemble a Thing, and consult with the people
before anything could be done.


It may be easily understood, then, with what an outburst of
indignation a free and warlike race beheld the violent course pursued
by Harald Fairhair, who roamed through the country with fire and sword,
trampling on their cherished laws and privileges, subduing the petty
kings, and placing them, when submissive, as Jarls, i.e. earls or
governors over the districts to collect the scatt or taxes, and manage
affairs in his name and for his behoof.


It is no wonder that Erling the Bold gathered his brow into an
ominous frown, pressed his lips together, tossed his locks impatiently
while he thought on these things and battered the iron mass on his
anvil with the amount of energy that he would have expended in
belabouring the head of King Harald himself, had opportunity offered.


Erling’s wrath cooled, however, almost instantly on
his observing
Hilda’s retreat before the fiery shower. He flung down his
hammer,
seized his battle-axe, and throwing it on his shoulder as he hurried
out, speedily overtook her.


“Forgive my rude manners,” he said.
“My soul was chafed by the thoughts that filled my brain, and
I scare knew what I did.”


“Truly, thou man of fire,” replied the
girl, with an offended look,
“I am of half a mind not to pardon thee. See, my kirtle is
destroyed by
the shower thou didst bestow upon me so freely.”


“I will repay thee that with such a kirtle as might
grace a queen the next time I go on viking cruise.”


“Meantime,” said Hilda, “I am to
go about like a witch plucked somewhat hastily from the fire by a
sympathising crone.”


“Nay; Herfrida will make thee a new kirtle of the
best wool at Haldorstede.”


“So thy mother, it seems, is to work and slave in
order to undo thy mischief?”


“Then, if nothing else will content thee,”
said Erling gaily, “I
will make thee one myself; but it must be of leather, for I profess not
to know how to stitch more delicate substance. But let me carry thy
pitcher, Hilda. I will go to Ulfstede to hold converse with thy father
on these matters, for it seemed to me that the clouds are gathering
somewhat too thickly over the dale for comfort or peace to remain long
with us.”


As the young man and maiden wended their way down the rocky
path
that skirted the foaming Horlingdal river, Hilda assumed a more serious
tone, and sought to convince her companion of the impropriety of being
too fond of fighting, in which attempt, as might be supposed, she was
not very successful.


“Why, Hilda,” said the youth, at the close
of a speech in which his
fair companion endeavoured to point out the extreme sinfulness of
viking cruises in particular, “it is, as thou sayest, unjust
to take
from another that which belongs to him if he be our friend; but if he
is our enemy, and the enemy of our country, that alters the case. Did
not the great Odin himself go on viking cruise and seize what prey he
chose?”


Erling said this with the air of a man who deemed his remark
unanswerable.


“I know not,” rejoined Hilda.
“There seems to me much mystery in our
thoughts about the gods. I have heard it said that there is no such god
as Odin.”


The maiden uttered this in a subdued voice, and her cheek
paled a
little as she glanced up at Erling’s countenance. The youth
gazed at
her with an expression of extreme surprise, and for a few minutes they
walked slowly forward without speaking.


There was reason for this silence on both sides. Hilda was
naturally
of a simple and trustful nature. She had been brought up in the
religion of her fathers, and had listened with awe and with deep
interest on many a long winter night to the wild legends with which the
scalds, or poets of the period, were wont to beguile the evening hours
in her father’s mansion; but about a year before the time of
which we
write, an aged stranger had come from the south, and taken up his abode
in the valley, in a secluded and dilapidated hut, in which he was
suffered to dwell unmolested by its owner, Haldor the Fierce; whose
fierceness, by the way, was never exhibited except in time of war and
in the heat of battle!


With this hermit Hilda had held frequent converse, and had
listened
with horror, but with a species of fascination which she could not
resist, to his calm and unanswerable reasoning on the fallacy of the
religion of Odin, and on the truth of that of Jesus Christ. At first
she resolved to fly from the old man, as a dangerous enemy, who sought
to seduce her from the paths of rectitude; but when she looked at his
grave, sad face, and listened to the gentle and—she knew not
why—persuasive tones of his voice, she changed her mind, and
resolved
to hear what he had to say. Without being convinced of the truth of the
new religion—of which she had heard rumours from the roving
vikings who
frequented Horlingdal—she was much shaken in regard to the
truth of her
own, and now, for the first time, she had ventured to hint to a human
being what was passing in her mind.


At this period Christianity had not penetrated into Norway,
but an
occasional wanderer or hermit had found his way thither from time to
time to surprise the inhabitants with his new doctrines, and then,
perchance, to perish as a warlock because of them. Erling had heard of
this old man, and regarded him with no favour, for in his sea rovings
he had met with so-called Christians, whose conduct had not
prepossessed him in their favour. As for their creed, he knew nothing
whatever about it.


His mind, however, was of that bold, straightforward,
self-reliant,
and meditative cast, which happily has existed in all ages and in all
climes, and which, in civilised lands, usually brings a man to honour
and power, while in barbarous countries and ages, if not associated
with extreme caution and reticence, it is apt to bring its possessor
into trouble.


It was with astonishment that Erling heard sentiments which
had long
been harboured in his own mind drop from the lips of one whose natural
character he knew to be the reverse of sceptical in matters of faith,
or speculative in matters of opinion. Instead of making a direct reply
to Hilda’s remark, he said, after a pause:


“Hilda, I have my doubts of the old man Christian;
men say he is a
warlock, and I partly believe them, for it is only such who shun the
company of their fellows. I would caution thee against him. He believes
not in Odin or Thor, which is matter of consideration mainly to
himself, but methinks he holdeth fellowship with Nikke, (Satan, or the
Evil One) which is matter of consideration for all honest men, aye, and
women too, who would live in peace; for if the Evil Spirit exists at
all, as I firmly believe he does, in some shape or other, it were well
to keep as far from him as we may, and specially to avoid those erring
mortals who seem to court his company.”


“The old man is misjudged, believe me,”
replied the girl earnestly;
“I have spoken much with him and oft. It may be he is wrong
in some
things—how can a woman judge of such matters?—but
he is gentle, and has
a kind heart.”


“I like him not,” was Erling’s
curt reply.


The youth and maiden had now reached a part of the valley
where a
small footpath diverged from the main track which led to
Ulf’s
dwelling. The path ran in the direction of the hayfields that bordered
the fiord. Just as they reached it, Hilda observed that her father was
labouring there with his thralls.


“See,” she exclaimed, stopping abruptly,
and taking her pitcher from Erling, “my father is in the
hayfield.”


The youth was about to remonstrate and insist on being allowed
to
carry the pitcher to the house before going to the field; but on second
thoughts he resigned his slight burden, and, saying
“farewell”, turned
on his heel and descended the path with rapid step and a somewhat
burdened heart.


“She loves me not,” he muttered to
himself, almost sternly. “I am a brother, nothing
more.”


Indulging in these and kindred gloomy reflections, he advanced
towards a rocky defile where the path diverged to the right. Before
taking the turn he looked back. Hilda was standing on the spot where
they had parted, but her face was not directed towards her late
companion. She was looking steadily up the valley. Presently the object
which attracted her attention appeared in view, and Erling felt a
slight sensation of anger, he scarce knew why, on observing the old man
who had been the subject of their recent conversation issue from among
the rocks. His first impulse was to turn back, but, checking himself,
he wheeled sharply round and hurried away.


Scarcely had he taken three steps, however, when he was
arrested by
a sound that resembled a crash of thunder. Glancing quickly upwards, he
beheld an enormous mass of rock, which had become detached from the
mountain side, descending in shattered fragments into the valley.


The formation of Horlingdal at that particular point was
peculiar.
The mountain ranges on either side, which rose to a height of at least
four thousand feet, approached each other abruptly, thus forming a dark
gloomy defile of a few hundred yards in width, with precipitous cliffs
on either side, and the river roaring in the centre of the pass. The
water rushed in white-crested billows through its rock-impeded bed, and
terminated in a splendid foss, or fall, forty or fifty feet high, which
plunged into a seething caldron, whence it issued in a troubled stream
to the plain that opened out below. It here found rest in the level
fields of Ulfstede, that lay at the head of the fiord. The open
amphitheatre above this pass, with its circlet of grand glacier-capped
mountains, was the abode of a considerable number of small farmers, in
the midst of whose dwellings stood the residence of Haldor, where the
meeting in the smithy just described took place.


It was in this narrow defile that the landslip happened, a
catastrophe which always has been and still is of frequent occurrence
in the mountain regions of Norway.


Hilda and the old man (whom we shall henceforth call
Christian) cast
their eyes hastily upwards on hearing the sound that had arrested
Erling’s steps so suddenly. The enormous mass of rock was
detached from
the hill on the other side of the river, but the defile was so narrow
that falling rocks often rebounded quite across it. The slip occurred
just opposite the spot on which Hilda and the old man stood, and as the
terrible shower came on, tearing down trees and rocks, the heavier
masses being dashed and spurned from the hillside in innumerable
fragments, it became evident that to escape beyond the range of the
chaotic deluge was impossible.


Hilda understood the danger so well that she was panic
stricken and
rooted to the spot. Erling understood it also, and, with a sudden cry,
dashed at full speed to the rescue. His cry was one almost of despair,
for the distance between them was so great that he had no chance, he
knew, of reaching her in time.


In this extremity the hermit looked round for a crevice or a
rock
which might afford protection, but no such place of safety was at hand.
The side of the pass rose behind them like a wall to a height of
several hundred feet. Seeing this at a glance the old man planted
himself firmly in front of Hilda. His lips moved, and the single word
“Jesus” dropped from them as he looked with a calm
steady gaze at the
avalanche.


Scarcely had he taken his stand when the first stones leaped
across
the gorge, and, striking on the wall of rock behind, burst into
fragments and fell in a shower around them. Some of the smaller débris
struck the old man’s breast, and the hands which he had
raised to
protect his face; but he neither blanched nor flinched. In another
instant the greater part of the hurling rubbish fell with a terrible
crash and tore up the earth in all directions round them. Still they
stood unhurt! The height from which the ruin had descended was so great
that the masses were scattered, and although they flew around over, and
close to them, the great shock passed by and left them unscathed.


But the danger was not yet past. Several of the smaller
masses,
which had been partially arrested in their progress by bushes, still
came thundering down the steep. The quick eye of the hermit observed
one of these flying straight towards his head. Its force had been
broken by a tree on the opposite hill, but it still retained tremendous
impetus. He knew that there was no escape for him. To have moved aside
would have exposed Hilda to almost certain destruction. Once again he
murmured the Saviour’s name, as he stretched out both hands
straight
before his face. The rock struck full against them, beat them down on
his forehead, and next instant old man and maid were hurled to the
ground.


Well was it for Erling that all this occurred so quickly that
the
danger was past before he reached the spot. Part of the road he had to
traverse was strewn so thickly with the rocky ruin that his
destruction, had he been a few seconds sooner on the ground, would have
been inevitable. He reached Hilda just in time to assist her to rise.
She was slightly stunned by the shock, but otherwise unhurt.


Not so the hermit. He lay extended where he had fallen; his
grey
beard and thin scattered locks dabbled with blood that flowed from a
gash in his forehead. Hilda kneeled at his side, and, raising his head,
she laid it in her lap.


“Now the gods be praised,” said Erling, as
he knelt beside her, and
endeavoured to stanch the flow of blood from the wound; “I
had thought
thy last hour was come, Hilda; but the poor old man, I fear much he
will die.”


“Not so; he recovers,” said the girl;
“fetch me some water from the spring.”


Erling ran to a rill that trickled down the face of the rock
at his
side, dipped his leathern bonnet into it, and, quickly returning,
sprinkled a little on the old man’s face, and washed the
wound.


“It is not deep,” he remarked, after
having examined the cut. “His hands are indeed badly bruised,
but he will live.”


“Get thee to the stede, Erling, and fetch
aid,” said Hilda quickly; “the old man is
heavy.”


The youth smiled. “Heavy he is, no doubt, but he
wears no armour; methinks I can lift him.”


So saying Erling raised him in his strong arms and bore him
away to
Ulfstede, where, under the tender care of Hilda and her foster-sister
Ada, he speedily revived.


Erling went out meanwhile to assist in the hayfield.



Note 1. The great assembly, or parliament, which was
considered the
only “Thing” which could confer the sovereignty of
the whole of Norway,
the other Things having no right or powers beyond their circles. It was
convened only for the special purpose of examining and proclaiming the
right of the aspirant to the crown, but the King had still to repair to
each Law Thing or Small Thing to obtain its acknowledgement of his
right and the power of a sovereign within its jurisdiction.











Chapter Three.


Shows how Chief Friends may become Foes, And Cross-Purposes
may Produce Cross Consequences, involving Worry and Confusion.


When Christian had been properly cared for, Hilda sent Ada to
the
hayfield, saying that she would follow her in a short time. Now it so
happened, by one of those curious coincidences which are generally
considered unaccountable, that as Ada ascended the track which led to
the high field above the foss, Glumm the Gruff descended towards the
same point from an opposite direction, so that a meeting between the
two, in the secluded dell, where the tracks joined, became inevitable.


Whether or not this meeting was anticipated we cannot tell. If
it
was, the young man and maiden were inimitable actors by nature, for
they appeared to be wholly unconscious of aught save the peculiar
formation of the respective footpaths along which they slowly moved.
There was, indeed, a twinkle in Ada’s eyes; but then
Ada’s eyes were
noted twinklers; besides, a refractory eyelash might account for such
an expression.


As for Glumm, he frowned on the path most unamiably while he
sauntered along with both hands thrust into the breast of his tunic,
and the point of his sword rasping harshly against rocks and bushes.
Glumm was peculiar in his weapons. He wore a double-handed and
double-edged sword, which was so long that he was obliged to sling it
across his back in order to keep it off the ground. The handle
projected above his left shoulder, and the blade, lying diagonally
across his person, extended beyond his right calf. The young man was
remarkably expert in the use of this immense weapon, and was not only a
terror to his foes, but, owing to the enormous sweep of its long blade,
an object of some anxiety to his friends when they chanced to be
fighting alongside of him. He wore a knife or dagger at his girdle on
the right side, which was also of unusual size; in all probability it
would have been deemed a pretty good sword by the Romans. There were
only two men in the dale who could wield Glumm’s weapons.
These were
Erling and his father, Haldor. The latter was as strong a man as Glumm,
Erling was even stronger; though, being an amiable man he could not be
easily persuaded to prove his strength upon his friends. Glumm wore his
hair very short. It was curly, and lay close to his head.


As he sauntered along he kicked the stones out of his way
savagely,
and appeared to find relief to his feelings in so doing, as well as by
allowing his sword to rasp across the rocks and shrubs at his side. It
might have been observed, however, that Glumm only kicked the little
stones out of his way; he never kicked the big ones. It is interesting
to observe how trifling a matter will bring out a trait of human
nature! Men will sometimes relieve their angry feelings by storming
violently at those of their fellows who cannot hurt them, but,
strangely enough, they manage to obtain relief to these same feelings
without storming, when they chance to be in the company of stronger men
than themselves, thereby proving that they have powers of
self-restraint which prudence—not to say fear—can
call into exercise!
commend this moral reflection particularly to the study of boys.


After Glumm had kicked all the little
stones out of his way,
carefully letting the big ones alone, he came suddenly face to face
with Ada, who saluted him with a look of startled surprise, a slight
blush, and a burst of hearty laughter.


“Why, Glumm,” exclaimed the maiden, with
an arch smile, “thou must
have risen off thy wrong side this morning. Methinks, now, were I a
man, I should have to look to my weapons, for that long blade of thine
seems inclined to fight with the rocks and shrubs of its own
accord.”


Poor Glumm blushed as red as if he had been a young girl, at
being
thus unexpectedly caught giving vent to his ill-humour; he stammered
something about bad dreams and evil spirits, and then, breaking into a
good-humoured smile, said:


“Well, Ada, I know not what it is that ails me, but
I do feel
somewhat cross-grained. Perchance a walk with thee may cure me, I see
thou art bound for the hayfield. But hast thou not heard the news? The
Danish vikings are off the coast, burning and murdering wherever they
go. It is rumoured, too, that their fleet is under that king of
scoundrels, Skarpedin the Red. Surely there is reason for my being
angry.”


“Nay, then, if thou wert a bold man thou wouldst
find reason in this
for being glad,” replied Ada. “Is not the chance of
a fight the joy of
a true Norseman’s heart? Surely a spell must have been laid
on thee, if
thy brow darkens and thy heart grows heavy on hearing of a stout enemy.
It is not thus with Erling the Bold. His brow clears and his eye
sparkles when a foe worthy of— But what seest thou, Glumm?
Has the Dane
appeared in the forest that thy brow becomes so suddenly clouded? I
pray thee do not run away and leave me unprotected.”


“Doubtless if I did, Erling the Bold would come to
thine aid,” replied the young man with some asperity.


“Nay, do not be angry with me, Glumm,”
said the girl, laughing, as
they reached the field where Haldor and his stout son were busily at
work assisting Ulf, who, with all his thralls and freemen, was engaged
in cutting and gathering in his hay.


“Hey! here come cloud and sunshine hand in
hand,” cried Erling,
pausing in his work, as Glumm and his pretty companion approached the
scene of labour.


“Get on with thy work, then, and make the hay while
I am shining,”
retorted Ada, bestowing on the youth a bright smile, which he returned
cheerfully and with interest.


This was the wicked Ada’s finishing touch. Glumm saw
the exchange of
smiles, and a pang of fierce jealousy shot through his breast.


“The cloud sometimes darts out lightning,”
he muttered angrily, and,
turning on his heel, began to toss the hay with all his might in order
to relieve his feelings.


Just then Hilda entered the field, and Glumm, putting strong
constraint on himself, accosted her with extreme cheerfulness and
respect—resolved in his heart to show Ada that there were
other girls
in Horlingdal worth courting besides herself. In this game he was by no
means successful as regarded Ada, who at once discerned his intention,
but the shaft which flew harmlessly past her fixed itself deep in the
breast of another victim. Glumm’s unusual urbanity took the
kind-hearted Hilda so much by surprise, that she was interested, and
encouraged him, in what she conceived to be a tendency towards
improvement of disposition, by bestowing on him her sweetest smiles
during the course of the day, insomuch that Erling the Bold became much
surprised, and at last unaccountably cross.


Thus did these two men, who had for many years been fast and
loving
friends, become desperately jealous, though each sought to conceal the
fact from the other. But the green-eyed monster having obtained a
lodgment in their bosoms, could not be easily cast out. Yet the good
sense of each enabled him to struggle with some success against the
passion, for Glumm, although gruff, was by no means a bad man.


The presence of those conflicting feelings did not, however,
interrupt or retard the work of the field. It was a truly busy scene.
Masters, unfreemen, and thralls, mistresses and maidens, were there,
cutting and turning and piling up the precious crop with might and
main; for they knew that the weather could not be trusted to, and the
very lives of their cattle depended on the successful ingathering of
the hay.


As we have here mentioned the three different classes that
existed
in Norway, it may be well to explain that the masters were peasants or
“bonders”, but not by any means similar to peasants
in other lands; on
the contrary, they were the udal-born proprietors of the
soil—the
peasant-nobility, so to speak, the Udallers, or freeholders, without
any superior lord, and were entitled to attend and have a voice in the
“Things” or assemblies where the laws were enacted
and public affairs
regulated. The next class was that of the
“unfreemen”. These were freed
slaves who had wrought out or purchased their freedom, but who,
although personally free, and at liberty to go where and serve whom
they pleased, were not free to attend the legislative assemblies. They
were unfree of the Things, and hence their apparently contradictory
designation. They, however, enjoyed the protection and civil rights
imparted by the laws, and to their class belonged all the cottars on
the land paying a rent in work on the farm of the bonder or udaller,
also the house-carles or freeborn indoormen, and the tradesmen,
labourers, fishermen, etcetera, about villages and farms. Thralls were
slaves taken in war, over whom the owners had absolute control. They
might sell them, kill them, or do with them as they pleased. Thralls
were permitted to purchase their freedom—and all the
descendants of
those freed thralls, or unfreemen, were free.


The clothing of the unfreemen was finer than that of the
thralls.
The legs and arms of nearly all were bare from the knees and elbows
downward, though a few had swathed their limbs in bands of rough
woollen cloth, while others used straw for this purpose. Nearly all the
men wore shoes of untanned leather, and caps of the same material, or
of rough homespun cloth, resembling in form the cap of modern
fishermen. The udallers, such as Haldor, Ulf, and their children, were
clad in finer garments, which were looped and buttoned with brooches
and pendants of gold and silver, the booty gathered on those viking
cruises, against which Hilda inveighed so earnestly.


The work went on vigorously until the sun began to sink behind
the
mountain range that lay to the north-westward of the dale. By this time
the hay was all cut, and that portion which was sufficiently dry piled
up, so Ulf and Haldor left the work to be finished by the younger
hands, and stood together in the centre of the field chatting and
looking on.


Little change had taken place in the personal appearance of
Ulf of
Romsdal since the occasion of that memorable duel related in the first
chapter of our story. Some of his elasticity, but none of his strength,
was gone. There was perhaps a little more thought in his face, and a
few more wrinkles on his swarthy brow, but his hair was still black and
his figure straight as the blade of his good sword. His old enemy but
now fast friend, Haldor the Fierce, had changed still less. True, his
formerly smooth chin and cheeks were now thickly covered with luxuriant
fair hair, but his broad forehead was still unwrinkled, and his clear
blue eye was as bright as when, twenty years before, it gleamed in
youthful fire at Ulf. Many a battle had Haldor fought since then, at
home and abroad, and several scars on his countenance and shoulders
gave evidence that he had not come out of these altogether scathless;
but war had not soured him. His smile was as free, open, and honest,
and his laugh as loud and hearty, as in days of yore. Erling was the
counterpart of his father, only a trifle taller and stouter. At a short
distance they might have been taken for twin brothers, and those who
did not know them could scarcely have believed that they were father
and son.


Close to the spot where the two friends stood, a sturdy thrall
was
engaged in piling up hay with an uncommon degree of energy. This man
had been taken prisoner on the coast of Ireland by Ulf, during one of
his sea-roving expeditions. He had a huge massive frame, with a
profusion of red hair on his head and face, and a peculiarly humorous
twinkle in his eye. His name was Kettle Flatnose. We have reason to
believe that the first part of this name had no connection with that
domestic utensil which is intimately associated with tea! It was a mere
accidental resemblance of sound no doubt. As to the latter part, that
is easily explained. In those days there were no surnames. In order to
distinguish men of the same name from each other, it was usual to
designate them by their complexions, or by some peculiarity of person
or trait of character. A blow from a club in early life had destroyed
the shape of Kettle’s nose, and had disfigured an otherwise
handsome
and manly countenance. Hence his name. He was about thirty-five years
of age, large-boned, broad-shouldered, and tall, but lean in flesh, and
rather ungainly in his motions. Few men cared to grapple with the huge
Irish slave, for he possessed a superabundant share of that fire and
love of fight which are said to characterise his countrymen even at the
present time. He was also gifted with a large share of their
characteristic good humour and joviality; which qualities endeared him
to many of his companions, especially to the boys of the neighbourhood.
In short, there was not a better fellow in the dale than Kettle
Flatnose.


“Thy labour is not light, Kettle,”
observed Ulf to the thrall as he
paused for a few moments in the midst of his work to wipe his heated
brow.


“Ill would it become me, master,” replied
the man, “to take my work easy when my freedom is so nearly
gained.”


“Right, quite right,” replied Ulf with an
approving nod, as the thrall set to work again with redoubled energy.


“That man,” he added, turning to Haldor,
“will work himself free in
a few weeks hence. He is one of my best thralls. I give my slaves, as
thou knowest, leave to work after hours to purchase their freedom, and
Kettle labours so hard that he is almost a free man already, though he
has been with me little more than two years and a half. I fear the
fellow will not remain with me after he is free, for he is an unsettled
spirit. He was a chief in his own land, it seems, and left a bride
behind him, I am told. If he goes, I lose a man equal to two, he is so
strong and willing.—Ho! Kettle,” continued Ulf,
turning to the man, who
had just finished the job on which he had been engaged, “toss
me yonder
stone and let my friend Haldor see what thou art made of.”


Kettle obeyed with alacrity. He seized a round stone as large
as his
own head, and, with an unwieldy action of his great frame, cast it
violently through the air about a dozen yards in advance of him.


“Well cast, well cast!” cried Haldor,
while a murmur of applause
rose from the throng of labourers who had been instantly attracted to
the spot. “Come, I will try my own hand against
thee.”


Haldor advanced, and, lifting the stone, balanced it for a few
moments in his right hand, then, with a graceful motion and an
apparently slight effort, hurled it forward. It fell a foot beyond
Kettle’s mark.


Seeing this the thrall leaped forward, seized the stone, ran
back to
the line, bent his body almost to the ground, and, exerting himself to
the utmost, threw it into the same hollow from which he had lifted it.


“Equal!” cried Ulf. “Come,
Haldor, try again.”


“Nay, I will not try until he beats me,”
replied Haldor with a
good-natured laugh. “But do thou take a cast, Ulf. Thine arm
is
powerful, as I can tell from experience.”


“Not so,” replied Ulf. “It
becomes men who are past their prime to
reserve their strength for the sword and battle-axe. Try it once more,
Kettle. Mayhap thou wilt pass the mark next time.”


Kettle tried again and again, but without gaining a
hair’s-breadth
on Haldor’s throw. The stalwart thrall had indeed put forth
greater
force in his efforts than Haldor, but he did not possess his skill.


“Will no young man make trial of his strength and
skill?” said Haldor, looking round upon the eager faces of
the crowd.


“Glumm is no doubt anxious to try his
hand,” said Erling, who stood
close to the line, with his arms resting on the head of his long-hafted
battle-axe. “The shining of the Sunbeam will doubtless warm
thy heart
and nerve thine arm.”


Erling muttered the latter part of his speech in a somewhat
bitter
tone, alluding to Hilda’s smiles; but the jealous and sulky
Glumm could
appreciate no sunbeams save those that flashed from Ada’s
dark eyes. He
understood the remark as a triumphant and ironical taunt, and, leaping
fiercely into the ring formed by the spectators, exclaimed:


“I will cast the stone, but I must have a better man
than thou, Kettle, to strive with. If Erling the Bold will
throw—”


“I will not balk thee,” interrupted the
other quickly, as he laid down his axe and stepped up to the line.


Glumm now made a cast. Everyone knew well enough that he was
one of
the best throwers of the stone in all the dale, and confidently
anticipated an easy victory over the thrall. But the unusual tumult of
conflicting feelings in the young man’s breast rendered him
at the time
incapable of exerting his powers to the utmost in a feat, to excel in
which requires the union of skill with strength. At his first throw the
stone fell short about an inch!


At this Ada’s face became grave, and her heart began
to flutter with
anxiety; for although willing enough to torment her lover a little
herself, she could not brook the idea of his failing in a feat of
strength before his comrades.


Furious with disappointment and jealousy, and attributing
Ada’s
expression to anxiety lest he should succeed, Glumm cast again with
passionate energy, and sent the stone just an inch beyond the
thrall’s
mark. There was a dispute on the point, however, which did not tend to
soothe the youth’s feelings, but it was ultimately decided in
his
favour.


Erling now stood forth; and as he raised his tall form to its
full
height, and elevated the stone above his head, he seemed (especially to
Hilda) the beau-idéal of manly strength
and beauty.


He was grieved, however, at Glumm’s failure, for he
knew him to be
capable of doing better than he had done. He remembered their old
friendship too, and pity for his friend’s loss of credit
caused the
recently implanted jealousy for a moment to abate. He resolved,
therefore, to exert himself just sufficiently to maintain his credit.


But, unhappily for the successful issue of this effort of
self-denial, Erling happened to cast his eye towards the spot where
Hilda stood. The tender-hearted maiden chanced at that moment to be
regarding Glumm with a look of genuine pity. Of course Erling
misconstrued the look! Next moment the huge stone went singing through
the air, and fell with a crash full two yards beyond Glumm’s
mark.
Happening to alight on a piece of rock, it sprang onward, passed over
the edge of the hill or brae on the summit of which the field lay, and
gathering additional impetus in its descent, went bounding down the
slope, tearing through everything in its way, until it found rest at
last on the sea beach below.


A perfect storm of laughter and applause greeted this
unexpected
feat, but high above the din rose the voice of Glumm, who, now in a
towering passion, seized his double-handed sword, and
shouting—


“Guard thee, Erling!” made a furious blow
at his conqueror’s head.


Erling had fortunately picked up his axe after throwing the
stone.
He immediately whirled the heavy head so violently against the
descending sword that the blade broke off close to the hilt, and Glumm
stood before him, disarmed and helpless, gazing in speechless
astonishment at the hilt which remained in his hands.


“My good sword!” he exclaimed, in a tone
of deep despondency.


At this Erling burst into a hearty fit of laughter.
“My bad sword,
thou must mean,” said he. “How often have I told
thee, Glumm, that
there was a flaw in the metal! I have advised thee more than once to
prove the blade, and now that thou hast consented to do so, behold the
result! But be not so cast down, man; I have forged another blade
specially for thyself, friend Glumm, but did not think to give it thee
so soon.”


Glumm stood abashed, and had not a word to reply. Fortunately
his
feelings were relieved by the attention of the whole party being
attracted at that moment to the figure of a man on the opposite side of
the valley, who ran towards them at full speed, leaping over almost
every obstacle that presented itself in his course. In a few minutes he
rushed, panting, into the midst of the throng, and presented a baton or
short piece of wood to Ulf, at the same time exclaiming:
“Haste! King
Harald holds a Thing at the Springs. Speed on the token.”


The import of this message and signal were well understood by
the
men of Horlingdal. When an assembly or Thing was to be convened for
discussing civil matters a wooden truncheon was sent round from place
to place by fleet messengers, each of whom ran a certain distance, and
then delivered over his “message-token” to another
runner, who carried
it forward to a third, and so on. In this manner the whole country
could be roused and its chief men assembled in a comparatively short
time. When, however, the Thing was to be assembled for the discussion
of affairs pertaining to war, an arrow split in four parts was the
message-token. When the split arrow passed through the land men were
expected to assemble armed to the teeth, but when the baton went round
it was intended that they should meet without the full panoply of war.


As soon as the token was presented, Ulf looked about for a
fleet man
to carry forward the message. Several of the youths at once stepped
forward offering their services. Foremost among them was a stout,
deep-chested active boy of about twelve years of age, with long flaxen
curls, a round sunburnt face, a bold yet not forward look, a merry
smile, and a pair of laughing blue eyes. This was Erling’s
little
brother Alric—a lad whose bosom was kept in a perpetual state
of stormy
agitation by the conflict carried on therein between a powerful
tendency to fun and mischief, and a strong sense of the obedience due
to parents.


“I will go,” said the boy eagerly, holding
out his hand for the token.


“Thou, my son?” said Haldor, regarding him
with a look of
ill-suppressed pride. “Go to thy mother’s bower,
boy. What if a fox, or
mayhap even a wolf, met thee on the fell?”


“Have I not my good bow of elm?” replied
Alric, touching the weapon,
which, with a quiver full of arrows, was slung across his back.


“Tush! boy; go pop at the squirrels till thou be
grown big enough to warrant thy boasting.”


“Father,” said Alric with a look of glee,
“I’m sure I did not boast.
I did but point to my poor weapons. Besides, I have good legs. If I
cannot fight, methinks I can run.”


“Out upon thee—”


“Nay, Haldor,” said Ulf, interrupting the
discussion, “thou art too hard on the lad. Can he run
well?”


“I’ll answer for that,” said
Erling, laying his large hand on his
brother’s flaxen head. “I doubt if there is a
fleeter foot in all the
dale.”


“Away then,” cried Ulf, handing the token
to Alric, “and see that ye
deserve all this praise. And now, sirs, let us fare to the hall to sup
and prepare for our journey to the Springs.”


The crowd at once broke up and hurried away to Ulfstede in
separate
groups, discussing eagerly as they went, and stepping out like men who
had some pressing business on hand. Alric had already darted away like
a hunted deer.


Erling turned hastily aside and went away alone. As soon as he
reached a spot where the rugged nature of the ground concealed him from
his late companions, he started up the valley at his utmost speed,
directing his course so as to enable him to overshoot and intercept his
brother. He passed a gorge ahead of the boy; and then, turning suddenly
to the left, bore down upon him. So well did he calculate the distance,
that on turning round the edge of a jutting cliff he met him face to
face, and the two ran somewhat violently into each other’s
arms.


On being relieved from this involuntary embrace, Alric stepped
back
and opened his eyes wide with surprise, while Erling roared with
laughter.


“Ye are merry, my brother,” said Alric,
relaxing into a grin, “but I
have seen thee often thus, and may not stop to observe thee now, seeing
that it is nothing new.”


“Give me an arrow, thou rogue! There,”
said Erling, splitting the
shaft into four parts, handing it back to the boy, and taking the baton
from him. “Get thee gone, and use thy legs well. We must not
do the
King the dishonour to appear before him without our weapons in these
unsettled times. Let the token be sent out north, south, east, and
west; and, harkee, lad, say nothing to anyone about the object of the
assembly.”


Alric’s countenance became grave, then it again
relaxed into a broad
grin. Giving his brother an emphatic wink with one of his large blue
eyes, he darted past him, and was soon far up the glen, running with
the speed of a deer and waving the war-token over his head.











Chapter Four.


Describes Warlike Preparations, and a Norse Hall in the Olden
Time—Tells also of a Surprise.


Instead of returning to Ulfstede, Erling directed his steps
homeward
at a brisk pace, and in a short space of time reached the door of his
forge. Here he met one of his father’s thralls.


“Ho! fellow,” said he, “is thy
mistress at home?”


“Yes, master, she is in the hall getting supper
ready against your father’s return.”


“Go tell her there will be no men to eat supper in
the hall
to-night,” said Erling, unfastening the door of the forge.
“Say that I
am in the forge, and will presently be in to speak with her. Go also to
Thorer, and tell him to get the house-carles busked for war. When they
are ready let him come hither to me; and, harkee, use thine utmost
speed; there may be bloody work for us all to do this night before the
birds are on the wing. Away!”


The man turned and ran to the house, while Erling blew up the
smouldering fire of the forge. Throwing off his jerkin, he rolled up
his sleeves, and seizing the axe on which he had been engaged when
Hilda interrupted him, he wrought so vigorously at the stubborn metal
with the great forehammer that in the course of half an hour it was
ready to fit on the haft. There was a bundle of hafts in a corner of
the workshop. One of these, a tough thick one without knot or flaw, and
about five feet long, he fitted to the iron head with great neatness
and skill. The polishing of this formidable weapon he deferred to a
period of greater leisure. Having completed this piece of work, Erling
next turned to another corner of the forge and took up the huge
two-handed sword which he had made for his friend Glumm.


The weapon was beautifully executed, and being highly
polished, the
blade glittered with a flashing light in the ruddy glare of the forge
fire. The young giant sat down on his anvil and put a few finishing
touches to the sword, regarding it the while with a grim smile, as if
he speculated on the probability of his having formed a weapon
wherewith his own skull was destined to be cloven asunder. While he was
thus engaged his mother Herfrida entered.


The soft-eyed dame could scarcely be called a matronly
personage.
Having married when about sixteen, she was now just thirty-eight years
of age; and though the bloom of maidenhood was gone, the beauty of a
well-favoured and healthy woman still remained. She wore a cloak of
rich blue wool, and under it a scarlet kirtle with a silver girdle.


“How now, my son,” she said;
“why these warlike preparations?”


“Because there is rumour of war; I’m sure
that is neither strange nor new to you, mother.”


“Truly no; and well do I know that where war is,
there my husband and my son will be found.”


Herfrida said this with a feeling of pride, for, like most of
the
women of that time and country, she esteemed most highly the men who
were boldest and could use their weapons best.


“’Twere well if we were less noted in that
way, and more given to
peace,” said Erling half-jestingly. “For my own
part, I have no liking
for war, but you women will be for ever egging us on!”


Herfrida laughed. She was well aware of what she was pleased
to term
her son’s weakness, namely, an idea that he loved peace,
while he was
constantly proving to the world that he was just cut out for war. Had
he ever shown a spark of cowardice she would have regarded those
speeches of his with much anxiety, but as it was she only laughed at
them.


“Erling, my boy,” she said suddenly, as
her eye fell on the axe at
his side,—“what terrible weapon is this? Surely
thou must have
purchased Thor’s hammer. Can ye wield such a thing?”


“I hope so, mother,” said Erling curtly;
“if not, I shall soon be in Valhalla’s
halls.”


“What are these rumours of war that are abroad just
now?” asked Herfrida.


Erling replied by giving his mother an account of King
Harald’s
recent deeds, and told her of the calling of the Thing, and of the
appearance of the Danish vikings off the coast.


“May good spirits attend thee, my son!”
she said, kissing the
youth’s forehead fervently, as a natural gush of tenderness
and womanly
anxiety filled her breast for a moment. But the feeling passed away as
quickly as it came; for women who are born and nurtured in warlike
times become accustomed and comparatively indifferent to danger,
whether it threatens themselves or those most dear to them.


While mother and son were conversing, Thorer entered the
smithy, bearing Erling’s armour.


“Are the lads all a-boun?” (armed and
ready) enquired Erling as he rose.


“Aye, master; and I have brought your
war-gear.”


The man who thus spoke was Haldor’s chief
house-carle. He was a very
short and extremely powerful man of about forty-five years of age, and
so sturdy and muscular as to have acquired the title of Thorer the
Thick. He wore a shirt of scale armour, rather rusty, and somewhat the
worse of having figured in many a tough battle by land and sea. A
triangular shield hung at his back, and his headpiece was a simple
peaked helmet of iron, with a prolongation in front that guarded his
nose. Thorer’s offensive armour consisted of a short straight
sword, a
javelin and a bow, with a quiver of arrows.


“How many men hast thou assembled,
Thorer?” asked Erling as he donned his armour.


“Seventy-five, master; the rest are up on the fells,
on what errand I know not.”


“Seventy-five will do. Haste thee, carle, and lead
them to my
longship the Swan. Methinks we will skate upon the ocean to-night.
(Longships, or war-vessels, were sometimes called ocean-skates.) I will
follow thee. Let every man be at his post, and quit not the shore till
I come on board. Now fare away as swiftly as may be, and see that
everything be done stealthily; above all, keep well out of sight of
Ulfstede.”


Thus admonished, Thorer quickly left the forge; and a few
seconds
later the clanking tread of armed men was heard as Erling’s
followers
took their way to the fiord.


“Now I will to the hall, my son, and pray that thou
mayst fare
well,” said Herfrida, once more kissing the forehead which
the youth
lowered to receive the parting salute. The mother retired, and left her
son standing in the forge gazing pensively at the fire, the dying
flames of which shot up fitfully now and then, and gleamed on his
shining mail.


If Erling the Bold was a splendid specimen of a man in his
ordinary
costume, when clad in the full panoply of war he was truly magnificent.
The rude but not ungraceful armour of the period was admirably fitted
to display to advantage the elegant proportions of his gigantic figure.
A shirt or tunic of leather, covered with steel rings, hung
loosely—yet, owing to its weight, closely—on his
shoulders. This was
gathered in at the waist by a broad leathern belt, studded with silver
ornaments, from which hung a short dagger. A cross belt of somewhat
similar make hung from his right shoulder, and supported a two-edged
sword of immense weight, which was quite as strong, though not nearly
so long, as that which he had forged for Glumm. It was intended for a
single-handed weapon, though men of smaller size might have been
constrained, in attempting to wield it, to make use of both hands. The
youth’s lower limbs were clothed in closely-fitting leather
leggings,
and a pair of untanned leather shoes, laced with a single thong,
protected his feet. On his head he wore a small skull-cap, or helmet,
of burnished steel, from the top of which rose a pair of
hawk’s wings
expanded, as if in the act of flight. No gloves or gauntlets covered
his hands, but on his left arm hung a large shield, shaped somewhat
like an elongated heart, with a sharp point at its lower end. Its top
touched his shoulder, and the lower part reached to his knee.


This shield was made of several plies of thick bull-hide, with
an
outer coat of iron—the whole being riveted firmly together
with iron
studs. It was painted pure white, without device of any kind, but there
was a band of azure blue round it, near the margin—the rim
itself being
of polished steel. In addition to his enormous axe, sword, and dagger,
Erling carried at his back a short bow and a quiver full of arrows.


The whole of this war gear bore evidence of being cherished
with the
utmost care and solicitude. Every ring on the tunic was polished as
highly as the metal would admit of, so that the light appeared to
trickle over it as its wearer moved. The helmet shone like a globe of
quicksilver, and lines of light gleamed on the burnished edge of the
shield, or sparkled on the ornamental points of the more precious
metals with which the various parts of his armour were decorated. Above
all hung a loose mantle or cloak of dark-blue cloth, which was fastened
on the right shoulder with a large circular brooch of silver.


The weight of this panoply was enormous, but long habit had so
inured the young Norseman to the burthen of his armour that he moved
under it as lightly as if it had been no heavier than his ordinary
habiliments. Indeed, so little did it impede his movements that he
could spring over chasms and mountain streams almost as well with as
without it; and it was one of the boasts of his admiring friends that
“he could leap his own height with all his war gear
on!”


We have already referred to Erling’s partiality for
the axe as an
offensive weapon. This preference was in truth—strange though
the
assertion may appear—owing to the peculiar adaptation of that
instrument to the preservation of life as well as the taking of it!


There are exceptions to all rules. The rule among the Northmen
in
former years was to slay and spare not. Erling’s tendency,
and
occasionally his practice, was to spare and not to slay, if he could do
so with propriety. From experience he found that, by a slight motion of
his wrist, the edge of his axe could be turned aside, and the blow
which was delivered by its flat side was invariably sufficient, without
killing, to render the recipient utterly incapable of continuing or
renewing the combat—at least for a few days. With the sword
this
delicate manoeuvre could not be so easily accomplished, for a blow from
the flat of a sword was not sufficiently crushing, and if delivered
with great force the weapon was apt to break. Besides, Erling was a
blunt, downright, straightforward man, and it harmonised more with his
feelings, and the energy of his character, to beat down sword and
shield and headpiece with one tremendous blow, than to waste time in
fencing with a lighter weapon.


Having completed his toilet and concluded his
meditations—which
latter filled him with much perplexity, if one might judge from the
frequency with which he shook his head—Erling the Bold hung
Glumm’s
long sword at his back, laid his huge axe on his shoulder, and,
emerging from the smithy, strode rapidly along the bridle path that led
to the residence of Ulf of Romsdal.


Suddenly it occurred to him that he had not yet tried the
temper of
his new weapon, so he stopped abruptly before a small pine tree, about
as thick as a man’s arm. It stood on the edge of a precipice
along the
margin of which the track skirted. Swaying the axe once round his head,
he brought it forcibly down on the stem, through which it passed as if
it had been a willow wand, and the tree went crashing into the ravine
below. The youth looked earnestly at his weapon, and nodded his head
once or twice as if the result were satisfactory. A benignant smile
played on his countenance as he replaced it on his shoulder and
continued on his way.


A brisk walk of half an hour brought him to Ulfstede, where he
found
the men of the family making active preparations for the impending
journey to the Thing. In the great hall of the house, his father held
earnest discussion with Ulf. The house-carles busied themselves in
burnishing their mail and sharpening their weapons, while Ada and Hilda
assisted Dame Astrid, Ulf’s wife, to spread the board for the
evening
meal.


Everything in the hall was suggestive of rude wealth and
barbarous
warlike times. The hall itself was unusually large—capable of
feasting
at least two hundred men. At one end a raised hearth sustained a fire
of wood that was large enough to have roasted an ox. The smoke from
this, in default of a chimney, found an exit through a hole in the
roof. The rafters were, of course, smoked to a deep rich coffee colour,
and from the same cause the walls also partook not a little of that
hue. All round these walls hung, in great profusion, shields, spears,
swords, bows, skins, horns, and such like implements and trophies of
war and the chase. The centre of the hall was open, but down each side
ran two long tables, which were at this time groaning with great
haunches of venison, legs of mutton, and trenchers of salmon,
interspersed with platters of wild fowl, and flanked by tankards and
horns of mead and ale. Most of the drinking cups were of horn, but many
of these were edged with a rim of silver, and, opposite the raised
seats of honour, in the centre of each table, the tankards were of
solid silver, richly though rudely chased—square, sturdy, and
massive,
like the stout warriors who were wont to quaff their foaming contents.


“I tell thee, Ulf,” said Haldor,
“thou wilt do wrong to fare to the
Thing with men fully armed when the token was one of peace. The King is
in no mood just now to brook opposition. If we would save our
independence we must speak him smoothly.”


“I care not,” replied Ulf gruffly;
“this is no time to go about unarmed.”


“Nay, I did not advise thee to go unarmed, but
surely a short sword might suffice, and—”


At this moment Erling entered, and Ulf burst into a loud laugh
as he
interrupted his friend: “Aye, a short
sword—something like that,” he
said, pointing to the huge hilt which rose over the youth’s
shoulder.


“Hey! lad,” exclaimed his father,
“art going to fight with an axe in one hand and a sword in
the other?”


“The sword is for Glumm, father. I owe him one after
this morning’s
work. Here, friend Glumm, buckle it on thy shoulder. The best wish that
thou and I can exchange is, that thy sword and my axe may never kiss
each other.”


“Truly, if they ever do, I know which will fare
worst,” said Haldor,
taking the axe and examining it, “Thou art fond of a weary
arm, my lad,
else ye would not have forged so weighty a weapon. Take my advice and
leave it behind thee.”


“Come, come,” interrupted Ulf;
“see, the tables are spread; let us
use our jaws on food and drink, and not on words, for we shall need
both to fit us for the work before us, and perchance we may have no
longer need of either before many days go by. We can talk our fill at
the Thing, an it so please us.”


“That will depend on the King’s
pleasure,” replied Haldor, laughing.


“So much the more reason for taking our arms with
us, in order that
we may have the means of talking the King’s
pleasure,” retorted Ulf
with a frown; “but sit ye down at my right hand, Haldor, and
Hilda will
wait upon thee. Come, my men all—let us fall to.”


It is scarcely necessary to say that this invitation was
accepted
with alacrity. In a few minutes about fifty pairs of jaws were actively
employed in the manner which Ulf recommended.


Meanwhile Erling the Bold seated himself at the lower end of
one of
the tables, in such a position that he could keep his eye on the outer
door, and, if need be, steal away unobserved. He calculated that his
little brother must soon return from his flying journey, and he
expected to hear from him some news of the vikings. In this expectation
he was right; but when Alric did come, Erling saw and heard more than
he looked for.


The meal was about half concluded, and Ulf was in the act of
pledging, not absent, but defunct, friends, when the door opened
slowly, and Alric thrust his head cautiously in. His hair, dripping and
tangled, bore evidence that his head at least had been recently
immersed in water.


He caught sight of Erling, and the head was at once withdrawn.
Next moment Erling stood outside of the house.


“How now, Alric, what has befallen thee? Hey! thou
art soaking all over!”


“Come here; I’ll show you a fellow who
will tell you all about it.”


In great excitement the boy seized his brother’s
hand and dragged
rather than led him round the end of the house, where the first object
that met his view was a man whose face was covered with blood, which
oozed from a wound in his forehead, while the heaving of his chest, and
an occasional gasp, seemed to indicate that he had run far and swiftly.











Chapter Five.


The Viking Raid—Alric’s Adventure with
the Dane—Erling’s Cutter, and the Battle in the
Pass.


“Whom have we here?” exclaimed Erling,
looking close into the face of the wounded man. “What! Swart
of the Springs!”


Erling said this sternly, for he had no liking for Swart, who
was a
notorious character, belonging to one of the neighbouring
fiords—a wild
reckless fellow, and, if report said truly, a thief.


“That recent mischief has cost thee a cracked
crown?” asked Erling,
a little more gently, as he observed the exhausted condition of the man.


“Mischief enough,” said Swart, rising from
the stone on which he had
seated himself, and wiping the blood, dust, and sweat from his haggard
face, while his eyes gleamed like coals of fire; “Skarpedin
the Dane
has landed in the fiord, my house is a smoking pile, my children and
most of the people in the stede are burned, and the Springs run
blood!”


There was something terrible in the hoarse whisper in which
this was
hissed out between the man’s teeth. Erling’s tone
changed instantly as
he laid his hand on Swart’s shoulder.


“Can this be true?” he answered anxiously;
“are we too late? are all gone?”


“All,” answered Swart,
“save the few fighting men that gained
the fells.” The man then proceeded to give a confused and
disjointed
account of the raid, of which the following is the substance.


Skarpedin, a Danish viking, noted for his daring, cruelty, and
success, had taken it into his head to visit the neighbourhood of
Horlingdal, and repay in kind a visit which he had received in Denmark
the previous summer from a party of Norsemen, on which occasion his
crops had been burned, his cattle slaughtered, and his lands
“herried”,
while he chanced to be absent from home.


It must be observed that this deed of the Northmen was not
deemed
unusually wicked. It was their custom, and the custom also of their
enemies, to go out every summer on viking cruise to plunder and ravage
the coasts of Denmark, Sweden, Britain, and France, carrying off all
the booty they could lay hold of, and as many prisoners as they wanted
or could obtain. Then, returning home, they made slaves or
“thralls” of
their prisoners, often married the women, and spent the winter in the
enjoyment of their plunder.


Among many other simple little habits peculiar to the times
was that
called “Strandhug”. It consisted in a viking, when
in want of
provisions, landing with his men on any coast—whether that of
an enemy
or a countryman—and driving as many cattle as he required to
the shore,
where they were immediately slaughtered and put on board without leave
asked or received!


Skarpedin was influenced both by cupidity and revenge. Swart
had
been one of the chief leaders of the expedition which had done him so
much damage. To the Springs therefore he directed his course with six
“longships”, or ships of war, and about five
hundred men.


In the afternoon of a calm day he reached the fiord at the
head of
which were the Springs and Swart’s dwelling. There was a
small hamlet
at the place, and upon this the vikings descended. So prompt and silent
were they, that the men of the place had barely time to seize their
arms and defend their homes. They fought like lions, for well they knew
that there was no hope of mercy if they should be beaten. But the odds
against them were overwhelming. They fell in heaps, with many of their
foes underneath them. The few who remained to the last retreated
fighting, step by step, each man towards his own dwelling, where he
fell dead on its threshold. Swart himself, with a few of the bravest,
had driven back that part of the enemy’s line which they
attacked. Thus
they were separated for a time from their less successful comrades, and
it was not till the smoke of their burning homesteads rose up in dense
clouds that they became aware of the true state of the fight. At once
they turned and ran to the rescue of their families, but their retreat
was cut off by a party of the enemy, and the roar of the conflagration
told them that they were too late. They drew together, therefore, and,
making a last desperate onset, hewed their way right through the ranks
of their enemies, and made for the mountains. All were more or less
wounded in the mêlée, and only
one or two succeeded in
effecting their escape. Swart dashed past his own dwelling in his
flight, and found it already down on the ground in a blazing ruin. He
killed several of the men who were about it, and then, bounding up the
mountain side, sought refuge in a ravine.


Here he lay down to rest a few moments. During the brief
period of
his stay he saw several of his captured friends have their hands and
feet chopped off by the marauders, while a terrible shriek that arose
once or twice told him all too plainly that on a few of them had been
perpetrated the not uncommon cruelty of putting out the eyes.


Swart did not remain many moments inactive. He descended by a
circuitous path to the shore, and, keeping carefully out of sight, set
off in the direction of Horlingdal. The distance between the two places
was little more than nine or ten miles, but being separated from each
other by a ridge of almost inaccessible mountains, that rose to a
height of above five thousand feet, neither sight nor sound of the
terrible tragedy enacted at the Springs could reach the eyes or ears of
the inhabitants of Ulfstede. Swart ran round by the coast, and made
such good use of his legs that he reached the valley in little more
than an hour. Before arriving at Ulfstede his attention was attracted
and his step arrested by the sight of a warship creeping along the
fiord close under the shadow of the precipitous cliffs. He at once
conjectured that this was one of the Danish vessels which had been
dispatched to reconnoitre Horlingdal. He knew by its small size (having
only about twenty oars) that it could not be there for the purpose of
attack. He crouched, therefore, among the rocks to escape observation.


Now, it happened at this very time that Erling’s
brother Alric,
having executed his commission by handing the war-token to the next
messenger, whose duty it was to pass it on, came whistling gaily down a
neighbouring gorge, slashing the bushes as he went with a stout stick,
which in the lad’s eyes represented the broadsword or
battle-axe he
hoped one day to wield, in similar fashion, on the heads of his foes.
Those who knew Erling well could have traced his likeness in every act
and gesture of the boy. The vikings happened to observe Alric before he
saw them, as was not to be wondered at, considering the noise he made.
They therefore rowed close in to the rocks, and their leader, a stout
red-haired fellow, leaped on shore, ascended the cliffs by a narrow
ledge or natural footpath, and came to a spot which overhung the sea,
and round which the boy must needs pass. Here the man paused, and
leaning on the haft of his battle-axe, awaited his coming up.


It is no disparagement to Alric to say that, when he found
himself
suddenly face to face with this man, his mouth opened as wide as did
his eyes, that the colour fled from his cheeks, that his heart
fluttered like a bird in a cage, and that his lips and tongue became
uncommonly dry! Well did the little fellow know that one of the Danish
vikings was before him, for many a time had he heard the men in
Haldorstede describe their dress and arms minutely; and well did he
know also that mercy was only to be purchased at the price of becoming
an informer as to the state of affairs in Horlingdal—perhaps
a guide to
his father’s house. Besides this, Alric had never up to that
time
beheld a real foe, even at a distance! He would
have been more than mortal, therefore, had he shown no sign of
trepidation.


“Thou art light of heart, lad,” said the
Dane with a grim smile.


Alric would perhaps have replied that his heart was the
reverse of
light at that moment, but his tongue refused to fulfil its office, so
he sighed deeply, and tried to lick his parched lips instead.


“Thou art on thy way to Ulfstede or Haldorstede, I
suppose?” said the man.


Alric nodded by way of reply.


“To which?” demanded the Dane sternly.


“T–to—to
Ulf—”


“Ha!” interrupted the man. “I
see. I am in want of a guide thither. Wilt guide me, lad?”


At this the truant blood rushed back to Alric’s
cheeks. He attempted
to say no, and to shake his head, but the tongue was still rebellious,
and the head would not move—at least not in that
way—so the poor boy
glanced slightly aside, as if meditating flight. The Dane, without
altering his position, just moved his foot on the stones, which act had
the effect of causing the boy’s eyes to turn full on him
again with
that species of activity which cats are wont to display when expecting
an immediate assault.


“Escape is impossible,” said the Dane,
with another grim smile.


Alric glanced at the precipice on his left, full thirty feet
deep,
with the sea below; at the precipice on his right, which rose an
unknown height above; at the steep rugged path behind, and at the wild
rugged man in front, who could have clutched him with one bound; and
admitted in his heart that escape was impossible.


“Now, lad,” continued the viking,
“thou wilt go with me and point
out the way to Ulfstede and Haldorstede; if not with a good will,
torture shall cause thee to do it against thy will; and after we have
plundered and burnt both, we will give thee a cruise to Denmark, and
teach thee the use of the pitchfork and reaping-hook.”


This remark touched a chord in Alric’s breast which
at once turned
his thoughts from himself, and allowed his native courage to rise.
During the foregoing dialogue his left hand had been nervously
twitching the little elm bow which it carried. It now grasped the bow
firmly as he replied:


“Ulfstede and Haldorstede may burn, but thou shalt
not live to see it.”


With that he plucked an arrow from his quiver, fitted it to
the
string, and discharged it full at the Dane’s throat. Quick as
thought
the man of war sprang aside, but the shaft had been well and quickly
aimed. It passed through his neck between the skin and the flesh.


A cry of anger burst from him as he leaped on the boy and
caught him
by the throat. He hastily felt for the hilt of his dagger, and in the
heat of his rage would assuredly have ended the career of poor Alric
then and there; but, missing the hilt at the first grasp, he suddenly
changed his mind, lifted the boy as if he had been a little dog, and
flung him over the precipice into the sea.


A fall of thirty feet, even though water should be the
recipient of
the shock, is not a trifle by any means, but Alric was one of those
vigorous little fellows—of whom there are fortunately many in
this
world—who train themselves to feats of strength and daring.
Many a time
had he, when bathing, leaped off that identical cliff into the sea for
his own amusement, and to the admiration and envy of many of his
companions, and, now that he felt himself tumbling in the air against
his will, the sensation, although modified, was nothing new. He
straightened himself out after the manner of a bad child that does not
wish to sit on nurse’s knee, and went into the blue fiord,
head
foremost, like a javelin.


He struck the water close to the vessel of his enemies, and on
rising to the surface one of them made a plunge at him with an oar,
which, had it taken effect, would have killed him on the spot; but he
missed his aim, and before he could repeat it, the boy had dived.


The Dane was sensible of his error the instant he had tossed
Alric
away from him, so he hastened to his boat, leaped into it, and ordered
the men to pull to the rocks near to which Alric had dived; but before
they could obey the order a loud ringing cheer burst from the cliffs,
and in another moment the form of Swart was seen on a ledge, high
above, in the act of hurling a huge mass of rock down on the boat. The
mass struck the cliff in its descent, burst into fragments, and fell in
a shower upon the Danes.


At the same time Swart waved his hand as if to someone behind
him, and shouted with stentorian voice:


“This way, men! Come on! Down into the boats and
give chase! huzza!”


The enemy did not await the result of the order, but pulled
out into
the fiord as fast as possible, while Swart ran down to the edge of the
water and assisted Alric to land. It was not until they heard both man
and boy utter a cheer of defiance, and burst into a fit of laughter,
and saw them hastening at full speed towards Horlingdal, that the
vikings knew they had been duped. It was too late, however, to remedy
the evil. They knew, also, that they might now expect an immediate
attack, so, bending to the oars with all their might, they hastened off
to warn their comrades at the Springs.


“Now, Swart,” said Erling, after hearing
this tale to its conclusion, “if ye are not too much
exhausted to—”


“Exhausted!” cried Swart, springing up as
though he had but risen from a refreshing slumber.


“Well, I see thou art still fit for the fight.
Revenge, like love,
is a powerful stirrer of the blood. Come along then; I will lead the
way, and do thou tread softly and keep silence. Follow us, Alric, I
have yet more work for thee, lad.”


Taking one of the numerous narrow paths that ran from Ulfstede
to
the shores of the fiord, Erling led his companions to a grassy mound
which crowned the top of a beetling cliff whose base was laved by deep
water. Although the night was young—probably two hours short
of
midnight—the sun was still high in the heavens, for in most
parts of
Norway that luminary, during the height of summer, sinks but a short
way below the horizon—they have daylight all night for some
time. In
the higher latitudes the sun, for a brief period, shines all the
twenty-four hours round. Erling could therefore see far and wide over
the fiord, as well as if it were the hour of noon.


“Nothing in sight!” he exclaimed in a tone
of chagrin. “I was a fool
to let thee talk so long, Swart; but there is still a chance of
catching the boat before it rounds the ness. Come along.”


Saying this hurriedly, the youth descended into what appeared
to be
a hole in the ground. A rude zigzag stair cut in the rock conducted
them into a subterranean cavern, which at first seemed to be perfectly
dark; but in a few seconds their eyes became accustomed to the dim
light, and as they advanced rapidly over a bed of pebbles, Swart, who
had never been there before, discovered that he was in an ocean-made
cave, for the sound of breaking ripples fell softly on his ears. On
turning round a corner of rock the opening of the cave towards the sea
suddenly appeared with a dazzling light like a great white gem.


But another beautiful sight met his astonished gaze. This was
Erling’s ship of war, the Swan, which, with its figurehead
erect, as
though it were a living thing, sat gracefully on the water, above its
own reflected image.


“All ready?” asked Erling, as a man
stepped up to him.


“All ready,” replied Thorer.


“Get on board, Swart,” said Erling;
“we will teach these Danes a
lesson they will not forget as long as the Springs flow. Here,
Alric—where are ye, lad?”


Now, unfortunately for himself, as well as for his friend,
Alric was
almost too self-reliant in his nature. His active mind was too apt to
exert itself in independent thought in circumstances where it would
have been wiser to listen and obey. Erling had turned with the
intention of telling his little brother that he had started thus
quietly in order that he might have the pleasure of capturing the
scouting boat, and of beginning the fight at the Springs with a small
band of tried men, thus keeping the enemy in play until reinforcements
should arrive; for he shrewdly suspected that if the whole valley were
to go out at once against the vikings, they would decline the combat
and make off. He had intended, therefore, to have warned Alric to watch
the Swan past a certain point before sounding the alarm at Ulfstede.
But Alric had already formed his own opinions on the subject, and
resolved to act on them.


He suspected that Erling, in his thirst for glory, meant to
have all
the fun to himself, and to attack the Danes with his single
boat’s crew
of fifty or sixty men. He knew enough of war to be aware that sixty men
against six hundred would have very small chance of
success—in fact,
that the thing was sheer madness—so he resolved to balk, and
by so
doing to save, his headstrong brother.


When Erling turned, as we have said, he beheld Alric running
into
the cave at full speed. Instantly suspecting the truth, he dashed after
him, but the boy was fleet, and Erling was heavily armed. The result
was, that the former escaped, while the latter returned to the beach
and embarked in the Swan in a most unenviable state of mind.


Erling’s “longship” was one of
the smaller-sized war vessels of the
period. It pulled twenty oars—ten on each side—and
belonged to the
class named Snekiars, or cutters, which usually had from ten to twenty
rowers on a side. To each oar three men were apportioned—one
to row,
one to shield the rower, and one to throw missiles and fight, so that
her crew numbered over sixty men. The forecastle and poop were very
high, and the appearance of height was still further increased by the
figurehead—the neck and head of a swan—and by a
tail that rose from the
stern-post, over the steersman’s head. Both head and tail
were richly
gilt; indeed, the whole vessel was gaudily painted. All round the
gunwales, from stem to stern, hung a row of shining red and white
shields, which resembled the scaly sides of some fabulous creature, so
that when the oars, which gave it motion, and not inaptly represented
legs, were dipped, the vessel glided swiftly out of the cavern, like
some antediluvian monster issuing from its den and crawling away over
the dark blue sea. A tall heavy mast rose from the centre of the ship.
Its top was also gilded, as well as the tips of the heavy yard attached
to it. On this they hoisted a huge square sail, which was composed of
alternate stripes of red, white, and blue cloth.


It need scarcely be said that Erling’s crew pulled
with a will, and
that the waters of the fiord curled white upon the breast of the Swan
that night; but the vikings’ boat had got too long a start of
them, so
that, when they doubled the ness and pulled towards the Springs, they
discovered the enemy hurrying into their ships and preparing to push
off from the land.


Now, this did not fall in with Erling’s purpose at
all, for he was
well aware that his little Swan could do nothing against such an
overwhelming force, so he directed his course towards the mouth of a
small stream, beside which there was a spit of sand, and, just behind
it, a piece of level land, of a few acres in extent, covered with short
grass. The river was deep at its mouth. About a hundred yards upstream
it flowed out of a rugged pass in the mountains or cliffs which hemmed
in the fiord. Into this dark spot the Northman rowed his vessel and
landed with his men.


The vikings were much surprised at this manoeuvre, and seemed
at a
loss how to act, for they immediately ceased their hurried embarkation
and held a consultation.


“Methinks they are mad,” said Skarpedin,
on witnessing the movements
of the Swan. “But we will give them occasion to make use of
all the
spirit that is in them. I had thought there were more men in the dale,
but if they be few they seem to be bold. They have wisely chosen their
ground. Rocks, however, will not avail them against a host like ours.
Methinks some of us will be in Valhalla to-night.”


Saying this Skarpedin drew up his men in order of battle on
the
little plain before referred to, and advanced to the attack. Erling, on
the other hand, posted his men among the rocks in such a way that they
could command the approach to the pass, which their leader with a few
picked men defended.


On perceiving the intention of the Danes to attack him,
Erling’s
heart was glad, because he now felt sure that to some extent he had
them in his power. If they had, on his first appearance, taken to their
ships, they might have easily escaped, or some of the smaller vessels
might have pulled up the river and attacked his ship, which, in that
case, would have had to meet them on unequal terms; but, now that they
were about to attack him on land, he knew that he could keep them in
play as long as he pleased, and that if they should, on the appearance
of reinforcements, again make for their ships, he could effectively
harass them, and retard their embarkation.


Meditating on these things the young Norseman stood in front
of his
men leaning on his battle-axe, and calmly surveying the approaching foe
until they were within a few yards of him.


“Thorer,” he said at length, raising his
weapon slowly to his
shoulder, “take thou the man with the black beard, and leave
yonder
fellow with the red hair to me.”


Thorer drew his sword and glanced along its bright blade
without
replying. Indeed, there was scarce time for reply. Next moment the
combatants uttered a loud shout and met with a dire crash. For some
time the clash of steel, the yells of maddened men, the shrieks of the
wounded, and the wails of the dying, resounded in horrible commotion
among the echoing cliffs. The wisdom of Erling’s tactics soon
became
apparent. It was not until the onset was made, and the battle fairly
begun, that the men whom he had placed among the rocks above the
approach to the pass began to act. These now sent down such a shower of
huge stones and masses of rock that many of the foe were killed, and by
degrees a gap was made, so that those who were on the plain dared not
advance to the succour of those who were fighting in the pass.


Seeing this, Erling uttered his war-cry, and, collecting his
men
together, acted on the offensive. Wherever his battle-axe swung, or
Thorer’s sword gleamed, there men fell, and others gave way,
till at
last they were driven completely out of the pass and partly across the
plain. Erling took care, however, not to advance too far, although
Skarpedin, by retreating, endeavoured to entice him to do so; but drew
off his men by sound of horn, and returned to his old
position—one man
only having been killed and a few wounded.


Skarpedin now held a council of war with his chiefs, and from
the
length of time they were about it, Erling was led to suspect that they
did not intend to renew the attack at the same point or in the same
manner. He therefore sent men to points of vantage on the cliffs to
observe the more distant movements of the enemy, while he remained to
guard the pass, and often gazed anxiously towards the ness, round which
he expected every minute to see sweeping the longships of Ulf and his
father.











Chapter Six.


Evening in the Hall—The Scald tells of
Gundalf’s Wooing—The Feast Interrupted and the War
Clouds Thicken.


It is necessary now that we should turn backwards a little in
our
story, to that point where Erling left the hall at Ulfstede to listen
to the sad tale of Swart.


Ulf and his friends, not dreaming of the troubles that were
hanging
over them, continued to enjoy their evening meal and listen to the
songs and stories of the Scald, or to comment upon the doings of King
Harald Haarfager, and the prospects of good or evil to Norway that were
likely to result therefrom.


At the point where we return to the hall, Ulf wore a very
clouded
brow as he sat with compressed lips beside his principal guest. He
grasped the arm of his rude chair with his left hand, while his right
held a large and massive silver tankard. Haldor, on the other hand, was
all smiles and good humour. He appeared to have been attempting to
soothe the spirit of his fiery neighbour.


“I tell thee, Ulf, that I have as little desire to
see King Harald
succeed in subduing all Norway as thou hast, but in this world wise men
will act not according to what they wish so much, as according to what
is best. Already the King has won over or conquered most of the small
kings, and it seems to me that the rest will have to follow, whether
they like it or no. Common sense teaches submission where conquest
cannot be.”


“And does not patriotism teach that men may
die?” said Ulf sternly.


“Aye, when by warring with that end in view anything
is to be gained
for one’s country; but where the result would be, first, the
embroiling
of one’s district in prolonged bloody and hopeless warfare,
and, after
that, the depriving one’s family of its head and of the
King’s favour,
patriotism says that to die would be folly, not wisdom.”


“Tush, man; folk will learn to call thee Haldor the
Mild. Surely
years are telling on thee. Was there ever anything in this world worth
having gained without a struggle?”


“Thou knowest, Ulf, that I am not wont to be far
from the front
wherever or whenever a struggle is thought needful, but I doubt the
propriety of it in the present case. The subject, however, is open to
discussion. The question is, whether it would be better for Norway that
the kings of Horlingdal should submit to the conqueror for the sake of
the general good, or buckle on the sword in the hope of retrieving what
is lost. Peace or war—that is the question.”


“I say war!” cried Ulf, striking the board
so violently with his
clenched fist that the tankards and platters leaped and rang again.


At this a murmur of applause ran round the benches of the
friends and housemen.


“The young blades are ever ready to huzza over their
drink at the
thought of fighting; but methinks it will not strengthen thy cause
much, friend Ulf, thus to frighten the women and spill the
ale.”


Ulf turned round with a momentary look of anger at this
speech. The
man who uttered it was a splendid specimen of a veteran warrior. His
forehead was quite bald, but from the sides and back of his head flowed
a mass of luxuriant silky hair which was white as the driven snow. His
features were eminently firm and masculine, and there was a hearty
good-humoured expression about the mouth, and a genial twinkle in his
eyes, especially in the wrinkled corners thereof, that rendered the
stout old man irresistibly attractive. His voice was particularly rich,
deep, and mellow, like that of a youth, and although his bulky frame
stooped a little from age, there was enough of his youthful vigour left
to render him a formidable foe, as many a poor fellow had learned to
his cost even in days but recently gone by. He was an uncle of Ulf, and
on a visit to the stede at that time. The frown fled from
Ulf’s brow as
he looked in the old man’s ruddy and jovial countenance.


“Thanks, Guttorm,” said he, seizing his
tankard, “thanks for
reminding me that grey hairs are beginning to sprinkle my beard; come,
let us drink success to the right, confusion to the wrong! thou canst
not refuse that, Haldor.”


“Nay,” said Haldor, laughing;
“nor will I refuse to fight in thy
cause and by thy side, be it right or wrong, when the Thing decides for
war.”


“Well said, friend! but come, drink deeper. Why, I
have taken thee
down three pegs already!” said Ulf, glancing into
Haldor’s tankard.
“Ho! Hilda; fetch hither more ale, lass, and
fill—fill to the brim.”
The toast was drunk with right good will by all—from Ulf down
to the
youngest house-carle at the lowest end of the great hall.


“And now, Guttorm,” continued Ulf, turning
to the bluff old warrior,
“since thou hast shown thy readiness to rebuke, let us see
thy
willingness to entertain. Sing us a stave or tell us a saga, kinsman,
as well thou knowest how, being gifted with more than a fair share of
the scald’s craft.”


The applause with which this proposal was received by the
guests and
house-carles who crowded the hall from end to end proved that they were
aware of Guttorm’s gifts, and would gladly hear him. Like a
sensible
man he complied at once, without affecting that air of false diffidence
which is so common among modern songsters and story-tellers.


“I will tell you,” said the old
man—having previously wet his lips
at a silver tankard, which was as bluff and genuine as
himself—“of King
Gundalf’s wooing. Many years have gone by since I followed
him on
viking cruise, and Gundalf himself has long been feasting in
Odin’s
hall. I was a beardless youth when I joined him. King Gundalf of
Orkedal was a goodly man, stout and brisk, and very strong. He could
leap on his horse without touching stirrup with all his war gear on; he
could fight as well with his left hand as with his right, and his
battle-axe bit so deep that none who once felt its edge lived to tell
of its weight. He might well be called a Sea-king, for he seldom slept
under a sooty roof timber. Withal he was very affable to his men,
open-hearted, and an extremely handsome man.


“One summer he ordered us to get ready to go on
viking cruise. When
we were all a-boun we set sail with five longships and about four
hundred men, and fared away to Denmark, where we forayed and fought a
great battle with the inhabitants. King Gundalf gained the victory,
plundered, wasted, and burned far and wide in the land, and made
enormous booty. He returned with this to Orkedal. Here he found his
wife at the point of death, and soon after she died. Gundalf felt his
loss so much that he had no pleasure in Raumsdal after that. He
therefore took to his ships and went again a-plundering. We herried
first in Friesland, next in Saxland, and then all the way to Flanders;
so sings Halfred the scald:—



  “‘Gundalf’s axe of shining
steel


For the sly wolf left many a meal.


The ill-shaped Saxon corpses lay


Heap’d up—the witch-wife’s
horses’ prey.


She rides by night, at pools of blood,


Where Friesland men in daylight stood,


Her horses slake their thirst, and fly


On to the field where Flemings lie.’”






(Note. Ravens were the witch-wife’s horses.)


The old warrior half recited half sang these lines in a rich
full
voice, and then paused a few seconds, while a slight murmur arose from
the earnest listeners around him.


“Thereafter,” resumed Guttorm,
“we sailed to England, and ravaged
far and wide in the land. We sailed all the way north to
Northumberland, where we plundered, and thence to Scotland, where we
marauded far and wide. Then we went to the Hebrides and fought some
battles, and after that south to Man, which we herried. We ravaged far
around in Ireland, and steered thence to Bretland, which we laid waste
with fire and sword—also the district of Cumberland. Then we
went to
Valland, (the west coast of France) from which we fared away for the
south coast of England, but missed it and made the Scilly Isles. After
that we went to Ireland again, and came to a harbour, into which we
ran—but in a friendly way, for we had as much plunder as our
ships
could carry.


“Now, while we were there, a summons to a Thing went
through the
country, and when the Thing was assembled, a queen called Gyda came to
it. She was a sister of Olaf Quarram, who was King of Dublin. Gyda was
very wealthy, and her husband had died that year. In the territory
there was a man called Alfin, who was a great champion and
single-combat man. He had paid his addresses to Gyda, but she gave for
answer that she would choose a husband for herself; and on that account
the Thing was assembled, that she might choose a husband. Alfin came
there dressed out in his best clothes, and there were many well-dressed
men at the meeting. Gundalf and some of his men had gone there also,
out of curiosity, but we had on our bad-weather clothes, and Gundalf
wore a coarse over-garment. We stood apart from the rest of the crowd,
Gyda went round and looked at each, to see if any appeared to her a
suitable man. Now when she came to where we were standing, she passed
most of us by with a glance; but when she passed me, I noticed that she
turned half round and gave me another look, which I have always held
was a proof of her good judgment. However, Gyda passed on, and when she
came to King Gundalf she stopped, looked at him straight in the face,
and asked what sort of a man he was.


“He said, ‘I am called Gundalf, and am a
stranger here!’


“Gyda replies, ‘Wilt thou have me if I
choose thee?’ He answered, ‘I
will not say No to that;’ then he asked her what her name
was, and her
family and descent.


“‘I am called Gyda,’ said she,
‘and am daughter of the King of
Ireland, and was married in this country to an earl who ruled over this
district. Since his death I have ruled over it, and many have courted
me, but none to whom I would choose to be married.’


“She was a young and handsome woman. They afterwards
talked over the
matter together and agreed, and so Gundalf and Gyda were betrothed.


“Alfin was very ill pleased with this. It was the
custom there, as
it is sometimes here, if two strove for anything, to settle the matter
by holm-gang. (Note: or single combat: so called because the combatants
in Norway went to a holm, or uninhabited isle, to fight.) And now Alfin
challenged Gundalf to fight about this business. The time and place of
combat were settled, and it was fixed that each should have twelve men.
I was one of the twelve on our side. When we met, Gundalf told us to do
exactly as we saw him do. He had a large axe, and went in advance of
us, and when Alfin made a desperate cut at him with his sword, he hewed
away the sword out of his hand, and with the next blow hit Alfin on the
crown with the flat of his axe and felled him. We all met next moment,
and each man did his best; but it was hard work, for the Irishmen
fought well, and two of them cut down two of our men, but one of these
I knocked down, and Gundalf felled the other. Then we bound them all
fast, and carried them to Gundalf’s lodging. But Gundalf did
not wish
to take Alfin’s life. He ordered him to quit the country and
never
again to appear in it, and he took all his property. In this way
Gundalf got Gyda in marriage, and he lived sometimes in England and
sometimes in Ireland. Thikskul the scald says in regard to
this:—



  “‘King Gundalf woo’d Queen
Gyda fair,


With whom no woman could compare,


And won her, too, with all her lands,


By force of looks and might of hands


From Ireland’s green and lovely isle


He carried off the Queen in style.


He made proud Alfin’s weapon dull,


And flattened down his stupid skull—


This did the bold King Gundalf do


When he went o’er the sea to woo.’”






The wholesale robbery and murder which was thus related by the
old
Norse viking appeared quite a natural and proper state of things in the
eyes of all save two of those assembled in the hall, and the saga was
consequently concluded amid resounding applause. It is to be presumed
that, never having seen or heard of any other course of life, and
having always been taught that such doings were quite in accordance
with the laws of the land, the consciences of the Northmen did not
trouble them. At all events, while we do not for a moment pretend to
justify their doings, we think it right to point out that there must
necessarily have been a wide difference between their spirits and
feelings, and the spirits and feelings of modern pirates, who know that
they are deliberately setting at defiance the laws of both God and man.


It has been said there were two in the hall at Ulfstede who
did not
sympathise with the tale of the old warrior. The reader will scarce
require to be told that one of these was Hilda the Sunbeam. The other
was Christian the hermit. The old man, although an occasional visitor
at the stede, never made his appearance at meal-times, much less at the
nightly revels which were held there; but on that day he had arrived
with important news, just as Guttorm began his story, and would have
unceremoniously interrupted it had not one of the young house-carles,
who did not wish to lose the treat, detained him forcibly at the lower
end of the hall until it was ended. The moment he was released the
hermit advanced hastily, and told Ulf that from the door of his hut on
the cliff he had observed bands of men hastening in all directions down
the dale.


“Thy news, old man, is no news,” said Ulf;
“the token for a Thing
has been sent out, and it is natural that the bonders should obey the
summons. We expect them. But come, it is not often thou favourest us
with thy company. Sit down by me, and take a horn of mead.”


The hermit shook his head.


“I never taste strong liquor. Its tendency is to
make wise men foolish,” he said.


“Nay, then, thou wilt not refuse to eat. Here,
Hilda, fetch thy friend a platter.”


“I thank thee, but, having already supped, I need no
more food. I came but to bring what I deemed news.”


“Thou art churlish, old man,” exclaimed
Ulf angrily; “sit down and drink, else—”


“Come, come,” interrupted Haldor, laying
his hand on Ulf’s arm, “Let
the old man be; he seems to think that he has something worth hearing
to tell of; let him have his say out in peace.”


“Go on,” said Ulf gruffly.


“Was the token sent out a baton or a split
arrow?” asked the hermit.


“A baton,” said Ulf.


“Then why,” rejoined the other,
“do men come to a peaceful Thing with all their war gear
on?”


“What say ye? are they armed?” exclaimed
Ulf, starting up. “This must be looked to. Ho! my carles all,
to arms—”


At that moment there was a bustle at the lower end of the
hall, and Alric was seen forcing his way towards Ulf’s high
seat.


“Father,” he said eagerly, addressing
Haldor, “short is the hour for acting, and long the hour for
feasting.”


Haldor cast his eyes upon his son and said—


“What now is in the way?”


“The Danes,” said Alric, “are on
the fiord—more than six hundred
men. Skarpedin leads them. One of them pitched me into the sea, but I
marked his neck to keep myself in his memory! They have plundered and
burnt at the Springs, and Erling has gone away to attack them all by
himself, with only sixty house-carles. You will have to be quick,
father.”


“Quick, truly,” said Haldor, with a grim
smile, as he drew tight the buckle of his sword-belt.


“Aye,” said Ulf, “with six
hundred Danes on the fiord, and armed men descending the vale,
methinks—”


“Oh! I can explain that” cried Alric, with
an arch smile; “Erling
made me change the baton for the split arrow when I was sent round with
the token.”


“That is good luck,” said Haldor, while
Ulf’s brow cleared a little
as he busked himself for the fight; “we shall need all our
force.”


“Aye, and all our time too,” said Guttorm
Stoutheart, as he put on
his armour with the cheerful air of a man who dons his wedding dress.
“Come, my merry men all. Lucky it is that my longships are at
hand just
now ready loaded with stones:—



  “‘O! a gallant sight it is to me,


The warships darting o’er the sea,


A pleasant sound it is to hear


The war trump ringing loud and clear.’”






Ulf and his friends and house-carles were soon ready to
embark, for
in those days the Norseman kept his weapons ready to his hands, being
accustomed to sudden assaults and frequent alarms. They streamed out of
the hall, and while some collected stones, to be used as missiles,
others ran down to the shore to launch the ships. Meanwhile Ulf,
Haldor, Guttorm, and other chief men held a rapid consultation, as they
stood and watched the assembling of the men of the district.


It was evident that the split arrow had done its duty. From
the
grassy mound on which they stood could be seen, on the one hand, the
dark recesses of Horlingdal, which were lost in the mists of distance
among the glaciers on the fells; and, on the other hand, the blue fiord
with branching inlets and numerous holms, while the skerries of the
coast filled up the background—looming faint and far off on
the distant
sea. In whatever direction the eye was turned armed men were seen. From
every distant gorge and valley on the fells they issued, singly, or in
twos and threes. As they descended the dale they formed into groups and
larger bands; and when they gained the more level grounds around
Haldorstede, the heavy tread of their hastening footsteps could be
distinctly heard, while the sun—for although near midnight
now it was
still above the horizon—flashed from hundreds of javelins,
spears,
swords, and bills, glittered on steel headpieces and the rims of
shields, or trickled fitfully on suits of scale armour and shirts of
ring mail. On the fiord, boats came shooting forth from every inlet or
creek, making their appearance from the base of precipitous cliffs or
dark-mouthed caves as if the very mountains were bringing forth
warriors to aid in repelling the foe. These were more sombre than those
on the fells, because the sun had set to them by reason of the towering
hills, and the fiord was shrouded in deepest gloom. But all in the
approaching host—on water and land—were armed from
head to foot, and
all converged towards Ulfstede.


When they were all assembled they numbered five hundred
fighting
men—and a stouter or more valiant band never went forth to
war. Six
longships were sufficient to embark them. Three of these were of the
largest size—having thirty oars on each side, and carrying a
hundred
men. One of them belonged to Haldor, one to Ulf, and
one—besides
several smaller ships—to Guttorm, who chanced to be on viking
cruise at
the time he had turned aside to visit his kinsman. The warlike old man
could scarce conceal his satisfaction at his unexpected good fortune in
being so opportunely at hand when hard blows were likely to be going!
Two of the other ships were cutters, similar to Erling’s
Swan, and
carrying sixty men each, and one was a little larger, holding about
eighty men. It belonged to Glumm the Gruff; whose gruffness, however,
had abated considerably, now that there was a prospect of what we
moderns would call “letting the steam off” in a
vigorous manner.


Soon the oars were dipped in the fiord, and the sails were
set, for
a light favourable wind was blowing. In a short time the fleet rounded
the ness, and came in sight of the ground where Erling and Skarpedin
were preparing to renew the combat.











Chapter Seven.


The Tale Returns to the Springs—Describes a Great
Land Fight, and
Tells of a Peculiar Style of Extending Mercy to the Vanquished.


In a previous chapter we left Skarpedin discussing with his
chiefs
the best mode of attacking the small band of his opponents in the pass
of the Springs. They had just come to a decision, and were about to act
on it, when they suddenly beheld six warships sweeping round the ness.


“Now will we have to change our plans,”
said Skarpedin.


Thorvold agreed with this, and counselled getting on board
their
ships and meeting the enemy on the water; but the other objected,
because he knew that while his men were in the act of embarking, Erling
would sally forth and kill many of them before they could get away.


“Methinks,” said he, “I will
take forty of my best men, and try to
entice that fox out of his hole, before he has time to see the
ships.”


“Grief only will come of that,” says
Thorvold.


Skarpedin did not reply, but choosing forty of his stoutest
carles he went to the pass and defied Erling to come out and fight.


“Now here am I, Erling, with forty men. Wilt thou
come forth? or is
thy title of Bold ill bestowed, seeing thou hast more men than
I?”


“Ill should I deserve the title,” replies
Erling, “if I were to meet thee with superior
force.”


With that he chose thirty men, and, running down to the plain,
gave
the assault so fiercely that men fell fast on every side, and the Danes
gave back a little. When they saw this, and that Erling and Thorer
hewed men down wherever they went, the Danes made a shield circle round
Skarpedin, as was the custom when kings went into battle; because they
knew that if he fell there would be no one so worthy to guide them in
the fight with the approaching longships. Thus they retreated,
fighting. When Erling and his men had gone far enough, they returned to
the pass, and cheered loudly as they went, both because of the joy of
victory, and because they saw the warships of their friends coming into
the bay.


King Haldor and his companions at once ran their ships on the
beach
near the mouth of the river, and, landing, drew them up, intending to
fight on shore. Skarpedin did not try to prevent this, for he was a
bold man, and thought that with so large a force he could well manage
to beat the Northmen, if they would fight on level ground. He therefore
drew up his men in order of battle at one end of the plain, and Haldor
the Fierce, to whom was assigned the chief command, drew up the
Northmen at the other end. Erling joined them with his band, and then
it was seen that the two armies were not equal—that of the
Northmen
being a little smaller than the other.


Then Haldor said, “Let us draw up in a long line
that they may not turn our flanks, as they have most men.”


This was done, and Haldor advanced into the plain and set up
his
banner. The Danes in like manner advanced and planted their banner, and
both armies rushed to the attack, which was very sharp and bloody.
Wherever the battle raged most fiercely there King Haldor and Erling
were seen, for they were taller by half a head than most other men.
Being clothed alike in almost every respect, they looked more like
brothers than father and son. Each wore a gilt helmet, and carried a
long shield, the centre of which was painted white, but round the edge
was a rim of burnished steel. Each had a sword by his side, and carried
a javelin to throw, but both depended chiefly on their favourite
weapon, the battle-axe, for, being unusually strong, they knew that few
men could withstand the weight of a blow from that. The defensive
armour of father and son was also the same—a shirt of
leather, sewed
all over with small steel rings. Their legs were clothed in armour of
the same kind, and a mantle of cloth hung from the shoulders of each.


Most of the chief men on both sides were armed in a similar
way,
though not quite so richly, and with various modifications; for
instance, the helmet of Thorvold was of plain steel, and for ornament
had the tail of the ptarmigan as its crest. Skarpedin’s, on
the other
hand, was quite plain, but partly gilded; his armour was of pieces of
steel like fish scales sewed on a leathern shirt, and over his
shoulders he wore as a mantle the skin of a wolf. His chief weapon was
a bill—a sort of hook or short scythe fixed to a pole, and it
was very
deadly in his hands. Most of the carles and thralls were content to
wear thick shirts of wolf and other skins, which were found to offer
good resistance to a sword-cut, and some of them had portions of armour
of various kinds. Their arms were spears, bows, arrows with stone
heads, javelins, swords, bills, and battle-axes and shields.


When both lines met there was a hard fight. The combatants
first
threw their spears and javelins, and then drew their swords and went at
each other in the greatest fury. In the centre Haldor and Erling went
together in advance of their banner, cutting down on both sides of
them. Old Guttorm Stoutheart went in advance of the right wing, also
hewing down right and left. With him went Kettle Flatnose, for that
ambitious thrall could not be made to remember his position, and was
always putting himself in front of his betters in war; yet it is due to
him to say that he kept modestly in the background in time of peace. To
these was opposed Thorvold, with many of the stoutest men among the
Danes.


Now, old Guttorm and Kettle pressed on so hard that they were
almost
separated from their men; and while Guttorm was engaged with a very
tall and strong man, whom he had wounded severely more than once,
another stout fellow came between him and Kettle, and made a cut at him
with his sword. Guttorm did not observe him, and it seemed as if the
old Stoutheart should get his death-wound there; but the thrall chanced
to see what was going on. He fought with a sort of hook, like a
reaping-hook, fixed at the end of a spear handle, with the cutting edge
inside. The men of Horlingdal used to laugh at Kettle because of his
fondness for this weapon, which was one of his own contriving; but when
they did so, he was wont to reply that it was better than most other
weapons, because it could not only make his friends laugh, but his
enemies cry!


With this hook the thrall made a quick blow at the Dane; the
point
of it went down through his helmet into his brain, and that was his
deathblow.


“Well done, Kettle!” cried old Guttorm,
who had just cleft the skull of his opponent with his sword.


At this Thorvold ran forward and said:


“Well done it may be, but well had it been for the
doer had it not been done. Come on, thou flatnose!”


“Now, thou must be a remarkably clever
man,” retorted Kettle, with
much of that rich tone of voice which, many centuries later, came to be
known as “the Irish brogue”, “for it is
plain ye know my name without
being told it!”


So saying, with a sudden quick movement he got his hook round
Thorvold’s neck.


“That is an ugly grip,” said Thorvold,
making a fierce cut at the
haft with his sword; but Kettle pulled the hook to him, and with it
came the head, and that was Thorvold’s end.


While this was going on at the right wing, the left wing was
led by
Ulf of Romsdal and Glumm the Gruff; but Ulf’s men were not so
good as
Haldor’s men, for he was not so wise a man as Haldor, and did
not
manage his house so well.


It was a common saying among the people of Horlingdal that
Haldor
had under him the most valiant men in Norway—and as the
master was, so
were the men. Haldor never went to sea with less than a fully-manned
ship of thirty benches of rowers, and had other large vessels and men
to man them as well. One of his ships had thirty-two benches of rowers,
and could carry at least two hundred men. He had always at home on his
farm thirty slaves or thralls, besides other serving people, and about
two hundred house-carles. He used to give his thralls a certain
day’s
work; but after it was done he gave them leave and leisure to work in
the twilight and at night for themselves. He gave them arable land to
sow corn in, and let them apply their crops to their own use. He fixed
a certain quantity of work, by the doing of which his slaves might work
themselves free; and this put so much heart into them that many of them
worked themselves free in one year, and all who had any luck or pluck
could work themselves free in three years. Ulf did this too, but he was
not so wise nor yet so kind in his way of doing it. With the money thus
procured Haldor bought other slaves. Some of his freed people he taught
to work in the herring fishery; to others he taught some handicraft; in
short, he helped all of them to prosperity; so that many of the best of
them remained fast by their old master, although free to take service
where they chose. Thus it was that his men were better than those of
his neighbour.


Ulf’s men were, nevertheless, good stout fellows,
and they fought
valiantly; but it so happened that the wing of the enemy to which they
were opposed was commanded by Skarpedin, of whom it was said that he
was equal to any six men. In spite, therefore, of the courage and the
strength of Ulf and Glumm, the Northmen in that part of the field began
slowly to give back. Ulf and Glumm were so maddened at this that they
called their men cowards, and resolved to go forward till they should
fall. Uttering their war-cry, they made a desperate charge, hewing down
men like stalks of corn; but although this caused the Danes to give way
a little, they could not advance, not being well backed, but stood
fighting, and merely kept their ground.


Now it had chanced shortly before this, that Haldor stayed his
hand
and drew back with Erling. They went out from the front of the fight,
and observed the left wing giving way.


“Come, let us aid them,” cried Haldor.


Saying this he ran to the left wing, with Erling by his side.
They
two uttered a war-cry that rose high above the din of battle like a
roar of thunder, and, rushing to the front, fell upon the foe. Their
gilt helmets rose above the crowd, and their ponderous axes went
swinging round their heads, continually crashing down on the skulls of
the Danes. With four such men as Haldor, Erling, Ulf and Glumm in
front, the left wing soon regained its lost ground and drove back the
Danes. Nothing could withstand the shock. Skarpedin saw what had
occurred, and immediately hastened to the spot where Haldor stood,
sweeping down all who stood in his way.


“I have been searching for thee, Erling,”
he cried, going up to Haldor, and launching a javelin.


Haldor caught it on his shield, which it pierced through, but
did him no hurt.


“Mistaken thou art, but thou hast found me
now,” cried Erling, thrusting his father aside and leaping
upon the Dane.


Skarpedin changed his bill to his left hand, drew his sword,
and
made such a blow at his adversary, that the point cut right through his
shield. With a quick turn of the shield, Erling broke the sword short
off at the hilt. Skarpedin seized his bill and thrust so fiercely that
it also went through the shield and stuck fast. Erling forced the lower
end or point of his shield down into the earth, and so held it fast,
dropped his axe, drew his sword, and made it flash so quick round his
head that no one could see the blade. It fell upon
Skarpedin’s neck and
gave him a grievous wound, cutting right through his armour and deep
into his shoulder blade.


A great cry arose at this. The Danes made a rush towards their
chief, and succeeded in dragging him out of the fight. They put him on
his shield and bore him off to his ship, which was launched
immediately. This was the turning-point in the day. Everywhere the
Danes fled to their ships pursued by the victors. Some managed to
launch their vessels, others were not so fortunate, and many fell
fighting, while a few were taken prisoners.


Foreseeing that this would be the result, Haldor and Erling
called
off their men, hastened on board their ships, and gave chase, while the
rest of the force looked after the prisoners and the booty, and dressed
their own and their comrades’ wounds.


“A bloody day this,” said Ulf to Guttorm,
as the latter came up, wiping the blade of his sword.


“I have seen worse,” observed the old
warrior, carefully returning his weapon to its scabbard.


“The Danes will long remember it,”
observed Glumm. “The ravens will have a good feast
to-night.”


“And Odin’s halls a few more
tenants,” said Guttorm:



  “The Danes came here all filled with greed,


And left their flesh the crows to feed.






“But what is to be done with these?” he
added, pointing to the
prisoners, about twenty of whom were seated on a log with their feet
tied together by a long rope, while their hands were loose.


“Kill them, I suppose,” said Ulf.


There were thirty men seated there, and although they heard
the
words, they did not show by a single glance that they feared to meet
their doom.


Just then Swart of the Springs came up. He had a great axe in
his hands, and was very furious.


“Thou hast killed and burned my wife, children, and
homestede,” he
said fiercely, addressing the prisoner who sat at the end of the log,
“but thou shalt never return to Denmark to tell it.”


He cut at him with the axe as he spoke, and the man fell dead.
One
after another Swart killed them. There was one who looked up and
said—


“I will stick this fish bone that I have in my hand
into the earth, if it be so that I know anything after my head is cut
off.”


His head was immediately cut off, but the fish bone fell from
his hand.


Beside him there sat a very handsome young man with long hair,
who
twisted his hair over his head, stretched out his neck, and said,
“Don’t make my hair bloody.”


A man took the hair in his hands and held it fast. Then Swart
hewed
with his axe, but the Dane twitched his head back so strongly, that he
who was holding his hair fell forward; the axe cut off both his hands,
and stuck fast in the earth.


“Who is that handsome man?” asked Ulf.


The man replied with look of scorn, “I am Einar, the
son of King
Thorkel of Denmark; and know thou for a certainty that many shall fall
to avenge my death.”


Ulf said, “Art thou certainly Thorkel’s
son? Wilt thou now take thy life and peace?”


“That depends,” replied the Dane,
“upon who it is that offers it.”


“He offers who has the power to give
it—Ulf of Romsdal.”


“I will take it,” says he, “from
Ulf’s hands.”


Upon that the rope was loosed from his feet, but Swart, whose
vengeance was still unsatisfied, exclaimed—


“Although thou shouldst give all these men life and
peace, King Ulf,
yet will I not suffer Einar to depart from this place with
life.”


So saying he ran at him with uplifted axe, but one of the
viking
prisoners threw himself before Swart’s feet, so that he
tumbled over
him, and the axe fell at the feet of a viking named Gills. Gills caught
the axe and gave Swart his death-wound.


Then said Ulf, “Gills, wilt thou accept
life?”


“That will I,” said he, “if thou
wilt give it to all of us.”


“Loose them from the rope,” said Ulf.


This was done, and the men were set free.


Eighteen of the Danish vikings were killed, and twelve got
their lives upon that occasion.











Chapter Eight.


Tells of Discussions and Exciting Deeds at Ulfstede.


While the fight at the Springs which we have just described
was
going on, Christian the hermit sat in the hall at Ulfstede conversing
with Hilda and Dame Astrid, and some of the other women. All the
fighting men of the place had been taken away—only one or two
old men
and Alric were left behind—for Ulf, in his impetuosity, had
forgotten
to leave a guard at home.


“I hope it will fare well with our men at the
Springs,” said Hilda,
looking up with an anxious expression from the mantle with which her
nimble fingers were busy.


“I hope so too,” said Christian,
“though I would rather that there had been no occasion to
fight.”


“No occasion to fight!” exclaimed Alric,
who was dressing the
feathers on an arrow which he had made to replace the one he lost in
shooting at the Dane,—and the losing of which, by the way, he
was
particularly careful to bring to remembrance as often as opportunity
offered—sometimes whether opportunity offered or not.
“No occasion to
fight! What would be the use of weapons if there were no fighting!
Where should we get our plunder if there were no fighting, and our
slaves? why, what would Northmen find to do if
there were no fighting?”


The hermit almost laughed at the impetuosity of the boy as he
replied—


“It would take a wiser head than mine, lad, to
answer all these
questions, more particularly to answer them to thy satisfaction.
Notwithstanding, it remains true that peace is better than
war.”


“That may be so,” said Dame Astrid;
“but it seems to me that war is necessary, and what is
necessary must be right.”


“I agree with that,” said Ada, with a toss
of her pretty head—for it
would seem that that method of expressing contempt for an
adversary’s
opinion was known to womankind at least a thousand years ago, if not
longer. “But thou dost not fight,
Christian: what has war done to thee that thou shouldst object to it
so?”


“What has war done for me?” exclaimed the
old man, springing up with
sudden excitement, and clasping his lean hands tight together;
“has it
not done all that it could do? Woman, it has robbed me of all that
makes life sweet, and left me only what I did not want. It has robbed
me of wife and children, and left a burdened life. Yet no—I
sin in
speaking thus. Life was left because there was something worth living
for; something still to be done: the truth of God to be proclaimed; the
good of man to be compassed. But sometimes I forget this when the past
flashes upon me, and I forget that it is my duty as well as my joy to
say, ‘The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away; blessed be
the name
of the Lord.’”


The old man sat down again, and leaned his brow on his hand.
The
women, although sympathetic, were puzzled by some of his remarks, and
therefore sat in silence for a little, but presently the volatile Ada
looked up and said—


“What thinkest thou, Hilda, in regard to
war?”


“I know not what to think,” replied Hilda.


“Nay, then, thy spirit must be flying from thee, for
thou wert not
wont to be without an opinion on most things. Why, even
Erling’s
sister, Ingeborg, has made up her mind about war I doubt not, though
she is too modest to express it.”


Now this was a sly hit at Ingeborg, who was sitting by, for
she was
well known to have a shrewish temper, and to be self-willed and
opinionated, in so much that most men kept out of her way. She was very
unlike Erling, or her father and mother, or her little sisters, in this
respect.


“I can express my opinion well enough when I have a
mind,” said
Ingeborg sharply; “and as to war, it stands to reason that a
Sea-king’s
daughter must approve of a Sea-king’s business. Why, the
beautiful
cloths, and gold and jewels, that are so plentiful in the dale, would
never have delighted our eyes if our men had not gone on viking cruise,
and fallen in with those rich traders from the far south lands.
Besides, war makes our men brisk and handsome.”


“Aye,” exclaimed Alric, laughing,
“especially when they get their noses cut off and their
cheeks gashed!”


“Sometimes it takes them from us
altogether,” observed a poor woman
of the household, the widow of a man who had been slain on a viking
cruise, after having had his eyes put out, and being otherwise cruelly
treated.


“That is the other side of the question,”
said Astrid. “Of course
everything has two sides. We cannot change the plans of the gods.
Sunshine and rain, heat and cold, come as they are sent. We must accept
them as they are sent.”


“That is true,” said Christian,
“and thou sayest wisely that we must
accept things as they are sent; but can it be said that war is sent to
us when we rush into it of our own accord? Defensive warfare, truly, is
right—else would this world be left in the sole possession of
the
wicked; but aggressive warfare is not right. To go on viking cruise and
take by force that which is not our own is sinful. There is a good way
to prove the truth of these things. Let me ask the question,
Astrid,—How would thy husband like to have thee and all his
property
taken from him, and Ulfstede burned about his ears?”


“Methinks he would like it ill.”


“Then why should he do that to others which he would
not like done to himself?”


“These are strange words,” said Astrid in
surprise; “I know not that I have ever heard the like
before.”


“Truly no,” said Christian,
“because the Word of God has not yet
been sounded in the dale. Thou saidst just now that we cannot change
the plans of the gods; that would be true if ye had said ‘the
plans of
God,’ for there is but one God, and His ways are
unchangeable. But what
if God had revealed some of His plans to man, and told him that this
revelation was sufficient to guide him in his walk through this life,
and to prepare him for the next?”


“Then would I think it man’s wisdom to
follow that guide carefully,” replied Astrid.


“Such plans do exist, such a revelation has been
made,” said the
hermit, “and the name that stands on the forefront of it is
Jesus
Christ.”


As he spoke the hermit drew from his bosom a scroll of
parchment,
which he unrolled slowly. This, he said, was a copy, made by himself,
of part of the Gospel. He had meant, he said, to have copied the whole
of it, but war had put an end to his labours at the same time that it
deprived him of his earthly joys, and drove him from his native land to
be a wanderer on the earth.


“But if,” he continued, “the
Lord permits me to preach His gospel of
truth and love and peace in Norway, I shall count the sufferings of
this present time as nothing compared with the glory yet to be
revealed.”


“Christian,” said Astrid, who appeared to
have been struck by some
reminiscence, “methinks I have heard Ulf talk of a religion
which the
men of the south profess. He saw something of it when he went on viking
cruise to the great fiord that runs far into the land, (the
Mediterranean) and if my memory is faithful he said that they called
themselves by a name that sounds marvellously like thine own.”


“I suppose Ulf must have met with Christians, after
whom I call
myself, seeing that my own name is of consequence to no one,”
said the
hermit. “What said he about them?”


“That they were a bad set,” replied
Astrid,—“men who professed love
to their fellows, but were guilty of great cruelty to all who did not
believe their faith.”


“All who call themselves Christians deserve not the
name, Astrid;
some are hypocrites and deceivers, others are foolish and easily
deceived.”


“They all make the same profession, I am
told,” said Dame Astrid.


“The men of Norway are warriors,” returned
the hermit, “and all
profess courage,—nay, when they stand in the ranks and go
forth to war,
they all show the same stern face and front, so that one could not know
but that all were brave; yet are they not all courageous, as thou
knowest full well. Some, it may be very few, but some are cowards at
heart, and it only requires the test of the fight to prove them. So is
it with professing Christians. I would gladly tell the story of Jesus
if ye will hear me, Dame Astrid.”


The matron’s curiosity was excited, so she expressed
her willingness
to listen; and the hermit, reading passages from his manuscript copy of
the New Testament, and commenting thereon, unfolded the “old
old story”
of God’s wonderful love to man in Jesus Christ.


While he was yet in the midst of his discourse the door of the
hall
was burst violently open, and one of the serving-girls, rushing in,
exclaimed that the Danes were approaching from the fiord!


The Danes referred to composed a small party who had been sent
off
in a cutter by Skarpedin Redbeard to survey the coast beyond Horlingdal
fiord, as he had intended, after herrying that district, to plunder
still farther north. This party in returning had witnessed, unseen, the
departure of the fleet of Northmen. Thinking it probable that the place
might have been left with few protectors, they waited until they deemed
it safe to send out scouts, and, on their report being favourable, they
landed to make an attack on the nearest village or farm.


On hearing the news all was uproar in Ulfstede. The women
rushed
about in a distracted state, imploring the few helpless old men about
the place to arm and defend them. To do these veteran warriors justice
they did their best. They put the armour that was brought to them on
their palsied limbs, but shook their heads sadly, for they felt that
although they might die in defence of the household, they could not
save it.


Meanwhile Christian and Alric proved themselves equal to the
occasion. The former, although advanced in years, retained much of his
strength and energy; and the latter, still inflated with the
remembrance of the fact that he had actually drawn blood from a
full-grown bearded Dane, and deeply impressed with the idea that he was
the only able-bodied warrior in Ulfstede at this crisis, resolved to
seize the opportunity and prove to the whole world that his boasting
was at all events not “empty!”


“The first thing to be done is to bar the
doors,” he cried, starting
up on hearing the serving-girl’s report. “Thou
knowest how to do it,
Christian; run to the south door, I will bar the north.”


The hermit smiled at the lad’s energy, but he was
too well aware of
the importance of speed to waste time in talking. He dropped his outer
garment and ran to the south door, which was very solid. Closing it,
and fastening the ponderous wooden bar which stretched diagonally
across it, he turned and ran to the chamber in which the weapons were
kept. On the way he was arrested by a cry from Alric—


“Here! here, quick, Christian, else we are
lost!”


The hermit sprang to the north door with the agility of a
youth. He
was just in time. Poor Alric, despite the strength of his bold heart
and will, had not strength of muscle enough to close the door, which
had somehow got jammed. Through the open doorway Christian could see a
band of Danish vikings running towards the house at full speed. He
flung the door forward with a crash, and drew the bar across just as
the vikings ran against it.


“Open, open without delay!” cried a voice
outside, “else will we tear out the heart of every man and
child under this roof.”


“We will not open; we will defend ourselves to the
last; our trust is in God,” replied Christian.


“And as to tearing out our hearts,” cried
Alric, feeling emboldened
now that the stout door stood between him and his foes, “if
ye do not
make off as fast as ye came, we will punch out your eyes and roast your
livers.”


The reply to this was a shower of blows on the door, so heavy
that
the whole building shook beneath them, and Alric almost wished that his
boastful threat had been left unsaid. He recollected at that moment,
however, that there was a hole under the eaves of the roof just above
the door. It had been constructed for the purpose of preventing attacks
of this kind. The boy seized his bow and arrows and dashed up the
ladder that led to the loft above the hall. On it he found one of the
old retainers of the stede struggling up with a weighty iron pot, from
which issued clouds of steam.


“Let me pass, old Ivor; what hast thou
there?”


“Boiling water to warm them,” gasped Ivor,
“I knew we should want it
ere long. Finn is gone to the loft above the south door with another
pot.”


Alric did not wait to hear the end of this answer, but pushing
past
the old man, hastened to the trap-door under the eaves and opened it.
He found, however, that he could not use his bow in the constrained
position necessary to enable him to shoot through the hole. In
desperation he seized a barrel that chanced to be at hand, and
overturned its contents on the heads of the foe. It happened to contain
rye-flour, and the result was that two of the assailants were nearly
blinded, while two others who stood beside them burst into a loud
laugh, and, seizing the battle-axes which the others had been using,
continued their efforts to drive in the door. By this time old Ivor had
joined Alric. He set down the pot of boiling water by the side of the
hole, and at once emptied its contents on the heads of the vikings, who
uttered a terrific yell and leaped backward as the scalding water
flowed over their heads and shoulders. A similar cry from the other
door of the house told that the defence there had been equally
successful. Almost at the same moment Alric discovered a small slit in
the roof through which he could observe the enemy. He quickly sent
through it an arrow, which fixed itself in the left shoulder of one of
the men. This had the effect of inducing the attacking party to draw
off for the purpose of consultation.


The breathing-time thus afforded to the assailed was used in
strengthening their defences and holding a hurried council of war.
Piling several heavy pieces of furniture against the doors, and
directing the women to make additions to these, Christian drew Alric
into the hall, where the ancient retainers were already assembled.


“It will cost them a long time and much labour to
drive in the doors, defended as they are,” said the hermit.


“They will not waste time nor labour upon
them,” said Ivor, shaking his hoary head. “What
think ye, Finn?”


The women, who had crowded round the men, looked anxiously at
Finn,
who was a man of immense bulk, and had been noted for strength in his
younger days, but who was now bent almost double with age.
“Fire will
do the work quicker than the battle-axe,” answered Finn, with
grim
smile, which did not improve the expression of a countenance already
disfigured by the scars of a hundred fights, and by the absence of an
eye—long ago gouged out and left to feed the ravens of a
foreign shore!
“If this had only come to pass a dozen years ago,”
he added, while a
gleam of light illumined the sound eye, “I might have gone
off to
Valhalla with a straight hack and some credit. But mayhap a good onset
will straighten it yet, who knows?—and I do feel as if I had
strength
left to send at least one foe out of the world
before me.”


Ivor the Old nodded. “Yes,” he said;
“I think they will burn us out.”


“I had already feared this,” said
Christian, with a look of perplexity. “What wouldst thou
recommend should be done, Ivor?”


“Nothing more can be done than to kill as many as
possible before we die.”


“I pray the Lord to help us in our
extremity,” said Christian; “but
I believe it to be His will to help those who are willing to help
themselves, depending upon Him for strength, courage, and victory. It
may be that Ulf and his men will soon return from the Springs, so that
if we could only hold out for a short time all might be well. Have ye
nothing to suggest?”


“As to Ulf and the men returning from the
Springs,” said Finn,
“there is small chance of that before morning. With regard to
holding
out, I know of nothing that will cause fire to burn slow once it is
well kindled. An hour hence and Ulfstede will be in ashes, as that
sound surely tells.”


He referred to a crashing blow which occurred just then at the
north
door. Nearly all present knew full well that it was the first bundle of
a pile of faggots with which the assailants meant to set the house on
fire.


“Had this arm retained but a little of the strength
it once knew,”
continued Finn bitterly, as he stretched out the huge but withered
limb, “things had not come to this pass so quickly. I
remember the day,
now forty years ago, when on the roof of this very house I stood alone
with my bow and kept thirty men at bay for two full hours. But I could
not now draw an arrow of Alric’s little bow to its head, to
save the
lives of all present.”


“But I can do it,”
cried Alric, starting forward suddenly; “and if thou wilt
show me the window in the roof I will—”


“Brave boy,” said old Ivor, with a kindly
smile, as he laid his hand
on Alric’s head, “thy heart is large, and it is sad
that one so full of
promise should come to such an end; but it needs not that ye should
fall before thy time. These shafts may do against the crows, but they
would avail nothing against men in mail.”


“Is there not a warrior’s bow in the
house?” asked Christian quickly.


“There is,” replied Ivor, “but
who will use it?”


“I will.”


“Thou?” exclaimed Ivor, with a slight
touch of contempt in his tone.


“Hold thy peace, Ivor,” said Hilda
quickly. “This man has saved my
life once, as thou knowest, and well assured am I that what he
undertakes to do he will accomplish.”


“Now thanks to thee, Hilda, for that,”
said the hermit heartily;
“not that I boast of being sure to accomplish what I
undertake, yet I
never offer to attempt what I have not some reasonable hope of being
able to do. But it is not strange that this old warrior should doubt of
the courage or capacity of one who preaches the gospel of peace.
Nevertheless, when I was a youth I fought in the army of the great
Thorfin, and was somewhat expert in the use of the bow. It is possible
that some of my ancient skill may remain, and I am willing to use it in
a good cause. I pray thee, therefore, let us not waste more time in
useless talk, but fetch me a bow and quiver, and show me the window in
the roof.”


Ivor went at once to the place where the armour was kept, and
brought out the desired weapons, which he placed in the hands of the
hermit, and watched his mode of handling them with some curiosity.
Christian, unconscious of the look, strung the bow and examined one of
the arrows with the air of a man who was thoroughly accustomed to such
weapons. Ivor regarded him with increased respect as he conducted him
to the loft, and opened the window.


The hermit at once stepped out, and was instantly observed by
the
Danes, who of course seized the opportunity and let fly several arrows
at him, which grazed him or stuck quivering in the roof close to the
spot where he stood. He was not slow to reply. One of the vikings, who
was approaching the house at the moment with a bundle of faggots on his
back, received a shaft in his shoulder, which caused him to drop his
bundle and fly to the woods, where he took shelter behind a tree.
Almost before that shaft had reached its mark another was on the
string, and, in another instant, transfixed the biceps muscle of the
right arm of one of the vikings who was preparing to discharge an
arrow. He also sought shelter behind a tree, and called to a comrade to
come and assist him to extract the shaft.


“Mine ancient skill,” said the hermit in
an undertone, as if the
remark were made half to himself and half to Ivor, whose head appeared
at the window, and whose old countenance was wrinkled with a grin of
delight at this unexpected display of prowess; “mine ancient
skill, it
would seem, has not deserted me, for which I am thankful, for it is an
awful thing, Ivor, more awful than thou thinkest, to send a human being
into eternity unforgiven. I am glad, therefore, to be able thus to
render our assailants unfit for war without taking away their
lives—ha!
that was better aimed than usual,” he added, as an arrow
passed through
his jerkin, and stuck deep into the roof. “The man shoots
well, he
would soon end the fight if I did
not—stop—that.”


At the second-last word the hermit bent his bow; at the last,
which
was uttered with emphasis, he let the arrow fly, and sent it through
the left hand of his adversary, who instantly dropped his bow. At the
same moment it seemed as though the whole band of vikings had become
suddenly convinced that they stood exposed to the shafts of a man who
could use them with unerring certainty, for they turned with one
consent and fled into the woods—each man seeking shelter
behind the
nearest tree.


Here they called to one another to stand forth and shoot at
the hermit.


“Go thou, Arne,” cried the leader;
“thine aim is true. Surely one
old man is not to keep us all at bay. If my left hand were unscathed I
would not trouble thee to do it, thou knowest.”


“I have no desire to get an arrow in mine
eye,” cried Arne; “see, I
did but show the tip of my right elbow just now, and the skin of it is
cut up as though the crows had pecked it.”


In the excess of his wrath Arne extended his clenched fist and
shook
it at the hermit, who instantly transfixed it with an arrow, causing
the foolish man to howl with pain and passion.


“I have always held and acted on the
opinion,” said Christian to
Ivor, who was now joined by his comrade Finn, “that whatever
is worth
doing at all, is worth doing well. Thou seest,” he continued,
wiping
his brow with the sleeve of his coat, “it is only by being
expert in
the use of this weapon that I have succeeded in driving bark the Danes
without the loss of life. There is indeed a passage in the Book of God
(which I hope to be spared to tell thee more about in time to come),
where this principle of thoroughness in all things is implied, if not
absolutely taught—namely, ‘Whatever thy hand
findeth to do, do it with
thy might.’”


“A just maxim,” said Finn, shading his one
eye with his hands and
gazing earnestly into the woods, “and if acted upon, makes a
man fit
for every duty that falls upon him; but it seems to me that while we
are talking here, there is some movement going on. See, Christian
(since that is thy name), they are retiring in haste, and exposing
themselves. Now, I pray thee, as thine eye is so sure, do drop a shaft
on the nape of yonder fellow’s neck, that we may have
something to show
of this night’s work.”


“I told thee, Finn, that my desire is to avoid
taking life.”


“Humph,” said Finn testily,
“whatever thy desire may be matters
little now, for he is beyond range. Hark! That shout accounts for the
flight of the Danes. Ulf must have returned.”


As he spoke, a loud cry, as if of men in conflict, arose from
the
fiord. Immediately after, the vikings who had not already taken to
flight left their places of shelter and dashed into the underwood. The
hermit let them go without moving a hand; but Alric, who was actuated
by no merciful principles, suddenly opened the north door, sprang out,
and let fly an arrow with so true an aim that it struck one of the
Danes between the shoulders. Fortunately for him, the Dane had, in
accordance with the usual custom of the time, hung his shield on his
back when he took to flight, so that the shaft rebounded from it and
fell harmless to the ground.


By this time the hermit had descended from the roof. Running
out he
seized Alric, and, dragging him into the house, reclosed the door.


“Ye know not, foolish boy, whether or not this is
Ulf whom we hear.”


As he spoke, the tramp of approaching footsteps and the voices
of
excited men were heard outside. The door flew open, and Ulf, Erling,
and Haldor, with a number of the house-carles, strode into the hall and
flung down their arms.


“Not much too soon, it would seem,” said
Ulf, with a look of stern joy.


“Thou wouldst have been altogether too late,
Ulf,” said Astrid, “had not Christian been here to
save us.”


“How so?” exclaimed Ulf, turning with an
enquiring look to the
hermit; “hast turned warrior after all thy preaching of
peace? But thou
art pale. Ho! fetch a horn of ale here; fighting has disagreed with thy
stomach, old man.”


“I think,” said Christian, pressing his
hand to his side, “that one of these arrows must
have—”


He paused suddenly, and would have fallen to the ground had
not
Erling caught him. Letting him gently down at full length, our hero
raised his head on his knee, while Hilda came forward with a horn of
ale. As she kneeled by the old man’s side she glanced
anxiously at her
lover’s face, which was covered with blood and dust, and
presented
anything but an attractive appearance.


“Hast thou been wounded?” whispered Hilda.


“No, not wounded,” muttered Erling,
“but—”


“Not wounded!” exclaimed Ulf, who
overheard the words, but
misunderstood their application, “not wounded! Why, Erling,
where have
thy wits gone? The man is wellnigh dead from loss of blood. See, his
jerkin is soaking. Bring hither bandages; come, let me see the wound.
If the old man has indeed saved Ulfstede this day, eternal disgrace
would be our due did we let his life slip out under our roof-tree for
want of proper care. And hark’ee; get ready all the dressings
thou
hast, for wounded men enough will be here ere long, and let the boards
be spread with the best of meat and ale, for we have gone through hard
work to-day, and there is harder yet in store for us, I trow.”


Thus admonished, the women went to make preparation for the
reception of the wounded, and the entertainment of those who had been
more fortunate in the recent conflict. Meanwhile the hermit was
conveyed to Ulf’s own bed, and his wound, which proved to be
less
serious than had been feared, was carefully dressed by Hilda, to whom
Erling, in the most attentive and disinterested manner, acted the part
of assistant-surgeon.











Chapter Nine.


Shows how the Ancient Sea-Kings transacted National Business.


Scant was the time allowed the men of Horlingdal for
refreshment and
rest after the battle of the Springs, for the assembling of Thingsmen
armed to the teeth, as well as the news that King Harald threatened a
descent on them, rendered it necessary that a District Thing or Council
should be held without delay.


Accordingly, after brief repose, Haldor the Fierce, who had
returned
with Erling to his own house up the dale, arose and ordered the horn to
be sounded for a Thing.


Several hundreds of men had by that time assembled, and when
they
all came together they formed an imposing band of warriors, whom any
wise king would have deemed it advisable to hold converse with, if
possible, on friendly terms.


When the Thing was seated Haldor rose, and, amid profound
silence, said:


“Men of Horlingdal, King Harald Haarfager has sent
round the
message-token for a Thing to be held at the Springs. The token sent was
one of peace. The token of war was sent round instead, as ye know.
Whether this was wise or not does not much concern us now, as ye have
seen with your own eyes that there was good fortune in the change; for
we knew not, when the token was forwarded, of the urgent need that
should arise at the Springs for our weapons. But, now that the Danes
have been sent home—excepting that goodly number who have
gone to
Valhalla’s halls to keep company with Odin and departed
warriors—it
seems to me that we should meet the King in the manner which he desires
until he shall give us occasion to assume arms in defence of our laws.
And I would here remind you that Harald is our rightful King, udal-born
to the Kingdom of Norway, his title having been stated and proved at
all the District Things, beginning with the Ore Thing of Drontheim, and
having been approved by all the people of Norway. I therefore counsel
pacific measures, and that we should go to the Springs
unarmed.”


When Haldor sat down there was a slight murmur of assent, but
most of those present remained silent, wishing to hear more.


Then up started Ulf, and spoke with great heat.


“I agree not with Haldor,” he said
sternly. “Who does not know that
Harald is rightful King of Norway; that he is descended in a direct
line from the godars who came over from the east with Odin, and has
been fairly elected King of Norway? But who does not know also, that
our laws are above our King, that Harald is at this time trampling on
these laws, and is everywhere setting at defiance the small kings, who
are as truly udal-born to their rights and titles as himself?”


At this point Ulf’s indignation became so great that
he found he
could not talk connectedly, so he concluded by counselling that they
should go to the Springs fully armed, and ready to brave the worst.
There was a loud shout of approval, and then Erling started up. His
manner and tone were subdued, but his face was flushed; and men could
see, as he went on, that he was keeping down his wrath and his energy.


“I like it ill,” he said, “to
disagree on this point with my father;
but Ulf is right. We all know that Harald is King of Norway by law,
and we do not meet here to dispute his title; but we also know that
kings are not gods. Men create a law and place it over their own heads,
so that the lawmakers as well as those for whom it is made must bow
before it; but when it is found that the law works unfairly, the
lawmaker may repeal it, and cast it aside as useless or unworthy. So
kings were created for the sole purpose of guiding nations and
administering laws, in order that national welfare might be advanced.
The moment they cease to act their part, that moment they cease to be
worthy kings, and become useless. But if, in addition to this, they
dare to ignore and break the laws of the land, then do they become
criminal; they deserve not only to be cast aside, but punished. If, in
defence of our rights, we find it necessary to dethrone the King, we
cannot be charged with disloyalty, because the King has already
dethroned himself!”


Erling paused a moment at this point, and a murmur of approval
ran through the circle of his auditors.


“When Harald Haarfager’s
father,” he resumed, “Halfdan the Black,
ruled over Norway, he made laws which were approved by the people. He
obeyed them himself, and obliged others to observe them; and, that
violence should not come in the place of the laws, he himself fixed the
number of criminal acts in law, and the compensations, mulcts, or
penalties, for each case, according to everyone’s birth and
dignity,
from the King downwards; so that when disputes were settled at the
Things the utmost fair play prevailed—death for death, wound
for wound;
or, if the parties chose, matters could be adjusted by payments in
money—each injury being valued at a fixed scale; or matters
might be
settled and put right by single combat. All this, ye know full well,
Halfdan the Black compassed and settled in a legal manner,
and
the good that has flowed from his wise and legal measures (for I hold
that a king is not entitled to pass even wise laws illegally) has been
apparent to us ever since. But now all this is to be
overturned—with or
without the consent of the Things—because a foolish woman,
forsooth,
has the power to stir up the vanity of a foolish king! Shall this be
so? Is our manhood to be thus riven from us, and shall we stand aloof
and see it done, or, worse still, be consenting unto it? Let death be
our portion first! It has been rumoured that the people of southern
lands have done this—that they have sold themselves to their
kings, so
that one man’s voice is law, and paid troops of military
slaves are
kept up in order that this one man may have his full swing, while his
favourites and his soldier-slaves bask in his sunshine and fatten on
the people of the land! It is impossible for us of Norway to understand
the feelings or ideas of the men who have thus sold
themselves—for we
have never known such tyranny—having, as the scalds tell us,
enjoyed
our privileges, held our Things, and governed ourselves by means of the
collective wisdom of the people ever since our forefathers came from
the East; but I warn ye that if this man, Harald Haarfager, is allowed
to have his will, our institutions shall be swept away, our privileges
will depart, our rights will be crushed, and the time will come when it
shall be said of Norsemen that they have utterly forgotten that they
once were free! Again I ask, shall we tamely stand aside and suffer
this to be? Shall our children ever have it in their power to say,
‘There was a time when our mean-spirited forefathers might
have easily
stopped the leak that caused the flood by which we are now borne
irresistibly downward?’ I repeat, let us rather perish! Let
us go armed
to the Springs and tell the King that he—equally with
ourselves—is
subject to the laws of the land!”


Erling delivered the last sentence in a voice of thunder, and
with a
fierce wave of the hand, that drew forth shouts of enthusiastic
applause.


Instantly Glumm started up, forgetful, in the heat of the
moment, of
the jealousy that had so recently sprung up between him and his friend.


“I am not a speaker,” he shouted gruffly,
“but poor is the man who
cannot back up and egg on his friend. Erling speaks the truth; and all
I have to suggest is that he should be sent by us to tell all this to
King Harald Haarfager’s face!”


Glumm sat down with the prompt decision of a man who has
thoroughly
delivered himself of all that he intends to say; and many in the
assembly testified their approval of his sentiments.


At this point Ivor the Old arose and gave it as his opinion
that the
sooner the King should be brought off his high horse the better;
whereupon Finn the One-eyed suggested, with a laugh, that the old
hermit should be sent with his bow and arrow to teach him due
submission to the laws. Then there was a good deal of confused, and not
a little passionate discussion, which waxed louder and more vehement
until Guttorm Stoutheart stood up, and, although not a dalesman,
requested the attention of the assembly for a few minutes.


“It is obvious,” he said in the hearty
tones of a man who knows that
he is sure of carrying a large portion of his audience along with
him—“it is obvious that you are all pretty much of
one mind as to the
principle on which we should act at this time; and my good friend
Haldor the Fierce (who seems of late to have changed his nature, and
should, methinks, in future, be styled Haldor the Mild) is evidently on
the losing side. The only thing that concerns us, it seems to me, is
the manner in which we shall convey our opinion to the
King—how we
shall best, as the scald says:—



  “‘Whisper in the King’s
unwilling ear


That which is wholesome but unsweet to hear.’






“Now, to the quick-witted among you various methods
will doubtless
have already been suggested; and I am perchance only echoing the
sentiments of many here, when I say that it would be worthy of the men
of Horlingdal that they should fight the King at once, and put a stop
to the burnings, hangings, torturings, jarl-makings, and subduings of
which he has been so guilty of late, and which I confess is so unlike
his free, generous, manly character, that I have found it hard to
believe the reports which have reached my ears, and which, after all,
can only be accounted for by the fact that he is at present led by the
nose by that worst of all creatures, a proud imperious girl, who has
the passions of a warrior and the brains of a bairn! Another method,
which would signify at least our contempt for Harald’s
principles,
would be the sending of a thrall to him with a reaping-hook, and a
request that he would cut off his own head and give it to us in token
that, having ceased to be a king, he is resolved no longer to continue
to be a dishonoured man! And that reminds me of one of Ulf’s
thralls
named Kettle Flatnose, who could assist Harald nobly in the work of
beheading himself, for last night, when he and I fought side by side
against the Danes, he used a hook of his own making, with such effect,
that I was fain to pause and laugh, while myself in the very act of
splitting an iron headpiece. But perchance that is not a suitable
method of compassing our ends, besides it would cost the thrall his
life, and I should be sorry to aid in bringing about the death of
Kettle Flatnose, whose island is a happy one if it counts many such
clear-headed and able-bodied warriors.


“But another plan was proposed by Glumm the Gruff,
which seemed to
me to have the approval of many present, and assuredly it has mine,
that we should send King Erling at once to Harald, to tell him our
opinions to his face, to sound him as to his intentions, and to bring
back the news as fast as possible, so that we may go armed or unarmed
to the Springs, as prudence may direct. Moreover, as it would be unfair
to send a man alone on such a dangerous errand, I would suggest that he
should have a comrade to keep him company and share his fortunes, and
that for this end none better could be found than Glumm the Gruff
himself.”


This speech settled the mind of the meeting. After a little
more
talk it was finally arranged that Erling and Glumm should go at once to
meet King Harald, who could not yet, it was thought, have arrived at
the Springs, and endeavour to find out his temper of mind in regard to
the men of Horlingdal. After that the Thing broke up, and the members
dispersed to partake of “midag-mad”, or dinner, in
the dwellings of
their various friends.











Chapter Ten.


Proves that the Best of Friends may quarrel about nothing,
and that War has two Aspects.


“Now, Erling,” said Glumm, with a face so
cheerful, that had the
expression been habitual, he never would have been styled the Gruff,
“I
will go home with thee and wait until thou art busked, after which we
will go together to my house and have a bite and a horn of mead before
setting out on this expedition. I thank the Stoutheart for suggesting
it, for the business likes me well.”


“Thou wert ever prone to court danger,
Glumm,” said Erling with a
laugh, as they hurried towards Haldorstede, “and methinks
thou art
going to be blessed with a full share of it just now, for this Harald
Haarfager is not a man to be trifled with. Although thou and I could
hold our own against some odds, we shall find the odds too much for us
in the King’s camp, should he set his face against us.
However, the
cause is a good one, and to say truth, I am not sorry that they had the
goodness to pitch on thee and me to carry out the plan.”


Thus conversing they arrived at Ulfstede, where Herfrida met
them at
the door, and was soon informed of their mission. She immediately went
to an inner closet, where the best garments and arms were kept, and
brought forth Erling’s finest suit of armour, in order that
he might
appear with suitable dignity at court.


She made him change his ordinary shoes for a pair made of
tanned
leather, on which he bound a pair of silver spurs, which had been taken
from a cavalier of southern lands in one of Haldor’s viking
cruises.
She brought, and assisted him to put on, a new suit of mail, every ring
of which had been brightly polished by the busy hands of Ingeborg, who
was unusually fond of meddling with everything that pertained to the
art of war; also a new sword-belt of yellow leather, ornamented with
gold studs. On his head she placed a gilt helmet with his favourite
crest, a pair of hawk’s wings expanded upwards, and a curtain
of
leather covered with gilt-steel rings to defend the neck. Over his
shoulders she flung a short scarlet cloak, which was fastened at the
throat by a large silver brooch, similar to the circular brooches which
are still to be found in the possession of the rich bonders of Norway.
Then she surveyed her stalwart son from head to foot, and said that he
would stand comparison with any king in the land, small or great.


At this Erling laughed, and asked for his sword.


“Which one, my son?”


“The short one, mother. I had indeed thought of
taking my good old
axe with me, but that would not look well in a man bent on a mission of
peace. Would it, Glumm? And if I should have to fight, why, my short
sword is not a light one, and by putting to a little more force I can
make it bite deep enough. So now, Glumm, I am ready for the road.
Farewell, mother.”


The young men went out and hastened down the valley to
Glummstede, near Horlingend.


Now it chanced that Hilda and her foster-sister Ada had
resolved,
about that time of the day, to walk up the dale together, and as there
was only one road on that side of the river, of necessity they were met
by their lovers; and it so fell out that the meeting took place in a
picturesque part of the dale, where the road passed between two high
precipitous cliffs.


The instant that Ada’s eyes fell on Glumm her active
brain conceived
the idea of treating him to a disappointment, so she said hurriedly to
her friend:


“Hilda, wilt thou manage to lead Glumm aside and
keep talking to him
for a short time, while I speak with Erling? I want to ask him
something about that sword-belt which I am making for Glumm, and which
I intend to send him as the gift of an enemy.”


“I will do as ye desire,” replied Hilda,
with a feeling of
disappointment; “but with what truth canst thou send it, Ada,
as an
enemy’s gift?”


“Simple Hilda!” said the other, with a
laugh, “am I not an enemy to his peace of mind? But hush!
they will overhear us.”


It chanced that Hilda was on the same side of the road with
Erling,
and Ada on that with Glumm, and both youths observed this fact with
secret satisfaction as they approached and wished the maids
“good day”;
but just as they were about to shake hands Ada crossed in front of her
companion, and taking Erling’s outstretched hand said:


“Erling, I am glad to meet thee, because I have a
knotty point which
I wish thine aid to disentangle. I will turn and walk with thee a short
way, because I know thy business is pressing. It is always so with men,
is it not?”


“I know not,” answered Erling, smiling at
the girl’s arch look,
despite his surprise and chagrin at the unexpected turn affairs had
taken, for he had noted the readiness with which Hilda had turned
towards Glumm, and almost, as he imagined, led him aside purposely!
“But it seems to me, Ada, that, however pressing a
man’s business may
be, woman has the power to delay it.”


“Nay, then, if thine is indeed so pressing just
now,” said Ada, with
a toss of the head (which Glumm, who walked behind with Hilda, took
particular note of), “I will not presume
to—”


“Now, Ada,” said Erling, with a light
laugh, “thou knowest that it
is merely waste of time to affect indignation. I know thee too well to
be deceived. Come, what is it that ye would consult me about? not the
forging of a battle-axe or spear-head, I warrant me.”


“Nay, but a portion of armour scarce less important,
though not so deadly. What say you to a sword-belt?”


“Well, I am somewhat skilled in such gear.”


“I am ornamenting one for a friend of thine, Erling,
but I will not
tell his name unless I have thy promise not to mention to him anything
about our conversation.”


“I promise,” said Erling, with an amused
glance.


“It is for Glumm.”


“For Glumm!” repeated Erling in surprise;
“does Glumm then know—”


“Know what?” asked Ada, as Erling stopped
abruptly.


“Does he know that thou art making this belt for
him?”


“Know it? why, how could it be a secret if he knew
it?”


“Ah, true, I—well?”


“Besides,” continued Ada, “I am
not making it; I said I was going to ornament it.
Now it is with reference to that I would consult thee.”


Here Ada became so deeply absorbed in the mysteries of
ornamental
armour that she constrained Erling at least to appear interested,
although, poor man, his heart was behind him, and he had much
difficulty in resisting the desire to turn round when he heard
Hilda’s
voice—which, by the way, was heard pretty constantly, for
Glumm was so
uncommonly gruff and monosyllabic in his replies that she had most of
the talking to herself.


This unpleasant state of things might have lasted a
considerable
time, had not the party reached the path which diverged to the left,
and, crossing the river over a narrow bridge composed of two tall trees
thrown across, led to Glummstede. Here Erling stopped suddenly, and
wheeling round, said:


“I regret that we cannot go farther down the dale
to-day, as Glumm
and I must fare with all speed to the Springs to meet King
Harald.”


“I trust thine errand is one of peace?”
said Hilda in a slightly anxious tone.


“To judge by their looks,” said Ada,
glancing expressively at Glumm, “I should say that their
intentions were warlike!”


“Despite our looks,” replied Erling, with
a laugh, “our business
with the King is of a peaceful nature, and as it is pressing, ye will
excuse us if—”


“Oh! it is pressing, after
all,” cried Ada; “come, sister, let us not delay
them.”


So saying, she hurried away with her friend, and the two
youths strode on to Glummstede in a very unenviable frame of mind.


Having refreshed themselves with several cuts of fresh
salmon—drawn
that morning from the foaming river—and with a deep horn of
home-brewed
ale, the young warriors mounted a couple of active horses, and rode up
the mountain path that led in a zigzag direction over the fells to the
valley of the Springs. They rode in silence at first—partly
because the
nature of the track compelled them to advance in single file, and
partly because each was in the worst possible humour of which his
nature was capable, while each felt indignant at the other, although
neither could have said that his friend had been guilty of any
definable sin.


It may here be mentioned in passing, that Glumm had clothed
and
armed himself much in the same fashion as his companion, the chief
difference being that his helmet was of polished steel, and the centre
of his shield was painted red, while that of Erling was white. His only
offensive weapons were a dagger and the long two-handed sword which had
been forged for him by his friend, which latter was slung across his
back.


An hour and a half of steady climbing brought the youths to
the
level summit of the hills, where, after giving their steeds a few
minutes to breathe, they set off at a sharp gallop. Here they rode side
by side, but the rough nature of the ground rendered it necessary to
ride with care, so that conversation, although possible, was not, in
the circumstances, very desirable. The silence, therefore, was
maintained all the way across the fells. When they came to descend on
the other side they were again obliged to advance in single file, so
that the silence remained unbroken until they reached the base of the
mountains.


Here Erling’s spirit revived a little, and he began
to realise the absurdity of the conduct of himself and his friend.


“Why, Glumm,” he exclaimed at last,
“a dumb spirit must have got hold of us! What possesses thee,
man?”


“Truly it takes two to make a
conversation,” said Glumm sulkily.


“That is as thou sayest, friend, yet I am not aware
that I refused to talk with thee,” retorted Erling.


“Nor I with thee,” said Glumm sharply,
“and thy tongue was glib enough when ye talked with Ada in
Horlingdal.”


A light flashed upon Erling as his friend spoke.


“Why, Glumm,” he said lightly,
“a pretty girl will make most men’s tongues wag
whether they will or no.”


Glumm remembered his own obstinate silence while walking with
Hilda,
and deeming this a studied insult he became furious, reined up and said:


“Come, Erling, if ye wish to settle this dispute at
once we need fear no interruption, and here is a piece of level
sward.”


“Nay, man, be not so hot,” said Erling,
with a smile that still more
exasperated his companion; “besides, is it fair to challenge
me to
fight with this light weapon while thou bearest a sword so long and
deadly?”


“That shall be no bar,” cried the other,
unslinging his two-handed
sword; “thou canst use it thyself, and I will content me with
thine.”


“And pray, how shall we give account of our
mission,” said Erling,
“if you and I cut each other’s heads off before
fulfilling it?”


“That would then concern us little,” said
Glumm.


“Nay, thou art more selfish than I thought thee,
friend. For my part, I would not that she
should think me so regardless of her welfare as to leave undelivered a
message that may be the means of preventing the ruin of Horlingdal. My
regard for Ada seems to sit more heavily on me than on thee.”


At this Glumm became still more furious. He leaped off his
horse,
drew his sword, and flinging it down with the hilt towards Erling,
cried in a voice of suppressed passion:


“No longer will I submit to be trifled with by man
or woman. Choose
thy weapon, Erling. This matter shall be settled now and here, and the
one who wins her shall prove him worthy of her by riding forth from
this plain alone. If thou art bent on equal combat we can fall to with
staves cut from yonder tree, or, for the matter of that, we can make
shift to settle it with our knives. What! has woman’s love
unmanned
thee?”


At this Erling leaped out of the saddle, and drew his sword.


“Take up thy weapon, Glumm, and guard thee. But
before we begin,
perhaps it would be well to ask for whose hand it is that we
fight.”


“Have we not been talking just now of Ada the
Dark-eyed?” said Glumm
sternly, as he took up his sword and threw himself into a posture of
defence, with the energetic action of a man thoroughly in earnest.


“Then is our combat uncalled for,” said
Erling, lowering his point,
“for I desire not the hand of Ada, though I would fight even
to the
death for her blue-eyed sister, could I hope thereby to win her
love.”


“Art thou in earnest?” demanded Glumm in
surprise.


“I never was more so in my life,” replied
Erling; “would that Hilda
regarded me with but half the favour that Ada shows to thee!”


“There thou judgest wrongly,” said Glumm,
from whose brow the frown
of anger was passing away like a thundercloud before the summer sun.
“I
don’t pretend to understand a girl’s thoughts, but
I have wit enough to
see what is very plainly revealed. When I walked with Hilda to-day I
noticed that her eye followed thee unceasingly, and although she talked
to me glibly enough, her thoughts were wandering, so that she uttered
absolute nonsense at times—insomuch that I would have laughed
had I not
been jealous of what I deemed the mutual love of Ada and thee. No,
Erling, thy suit will prosper, depend on’t. It is I who have
reason to
despond, for Ada loves me not.”


Erling, who heard all this with a certain degree of
satisfaction, smiled, shook his head, and said:


“Nay, then, Glumm, thou too art mistaken. The
dark-eyed Ada laughs
at everyone, and besides, I have good reason to know that her interest
in thee is so great that she consulted me to-day
about—about—a—”


The promise of secrecy that he had made caused Erling to
stammer and stop.


“About what?” asked Glumm.


“I may not tell thee, friend. She bound me over to
secrecy, and I
must hold by my promise; but this I may say, that thou hast fully
greater cause for hope than I have.”


“Then it is my opinion,” said Glumm,
“that we have nothing to do but shake hands and proceed on
our journey.”


Erling laughed heartily, sheathed his sword, and grasped his
friend’s hand, after which they remounted and rode forward;
but they
did not now ride in silence. Their tongues were effectually loosened,
and for some time they discussed their respective prospects with all
the warmth and enthusiasm of youthful confidants.


“But Ada perplexes me,” suddenly exclaimed
Glumm, in the midst of a brief pause; “I know not how to
treat her.”


“If thou wilt take my advice, Glumm, I will give it
thee.”


“What is that?” asked Glumm.


“There is nothing like fighting a woman with her own
weapons.”


“A pretty speech,” said Glumm,
“to come from the lips of a man who
never regards the weapons of his foes, and can scarce be prevailed on
to carry anything but a beloved battle-axe.”


“The case is entirely the reverse when one fights
with woman,”
replied Erling. “In war I confess that I like everything to
be
straightforward and downright, because when things come to the worst a
man can either hew his way by main force through thick and thin, or
die. Truly, I would that it were possible to act thus in matters of
love also, but this being impossible—seeing that women will
not have it
so, and insist on dallying—the next best thing to be done is
to act on
their own principles. Fight them with their own weapons. If a woman is
outspoken and straightforward, a man should be the same—and
rejoice,
moreover, that he has found a gem so precious. But if she will
play fast and loose, let a man—if he does not give her up at
once—do
the same. Give Ada a little taste of indifference, Glumm, and thou wilt
soon bring her down. Laugh at her as well as with her. Show not quite
so much attention to her as has been thy wont; and be more attentive to
the other girls in the dale—”


“To Hilda, for instance,” said Glumm slyly.


“Aye, even so, an it please thee,”
rejoined Erling; “but rest
assured thou wilt receive no encouragement in that quarter; for Hilda
the Sunbeam is the very soul of innocence, truth, and
straightforwardness.”


“Not less so is Ada,” said Glumm, firing
up at the implied contrast.


Erling made a sharp rejoinder, to which Glumm made a fierce
reply;
and it is probable that these hot-blooded youths, having quarrelled
because of a misunderstanding in regard to their mistresses, would have
come to blows about their comparative excellence, had they not come
suddenly upon a sight which, for the time, banished all other thoughts
from their minds.


During the discussion they had been descending the valley
which
terminated in the plain where the recent battle of the Springs had been
fought. Here, as they galloped across the field, which was still strewn
with the bodies of the slain, they came upon the blackened ruins of a
hut, around which an old hag was moving, actively engaged, apparently,
in raking among the ashes with a forked stick for anything that she
could draw forth.


Near to her a woman, who had not yet reached middle age, was
seated
on the burnt earth, with her hands tightly clasped, and her bloodshot
eyes gazing with a stony stare at a blackened heap which lay on her
lap. As the young men rode up they saw that part of the head and face
of a child lay in the midst of the charred heap, with a few other
portions of the little one that had been only partially consumed in the
fire.


The Northmen did not require to be told the cause of what they
saw.
The story was too plainly written in everything around them to admit of
uncertainty, had they even been ignorant of the recent fight and its
consequences. These were two of the few survivors of that terrible
night, who had ventured to creep forth from the mountains and search
among the ashes for the remains of those whose smiles and voices had
once made the sunshine of their lives. The terrible silence of these
voices and the sight of these hideous remains had driven the
grandmother of the household raving mad, and she continued to rake
among the still smouldering embers of the old house, utterly regardless
of the two warriors, and only complaining, in a querulous tone now and
then, that her daughter should sit there like a stone and leave her
unaided to do the work of trying to save at least some of the household
from the flames. But the daughter neither heard nor cared for her. She
had found what was left of her idol—her youngest
child—once a ruddy,
fearless boy, with curly flaxen hair, who had already begun to carve
model longships and wooden swords, and to talk with a joyous smile and
flashing eye of war! but now—the fair hair gone, and nothing
left save
a blackened skull and a small portion of his face, scarcely
enough—yet
to a mother far more than enough—to recognise him by.


Erling and Glumm dismounted and approached the young woman,
but
received no glance of recognition. To a remark made by Erling no reply
was given. He therefore went close to her, and, bending down, laid his
large hand on her head, and gently smoothed her flaxen hair, while he
spoke soothingly to her. Still the stricken woman took no notice of him
until a large hot tear, which the youth could not restrain, dropped
upon her forehead, and coursed down her cheek. She then looked suddenly
up in Erling’s face and uttered a low wail of agony.


“Would ye slay her too?” shrieked the old
woman at that moment,
coming forward with the pole with which she had been raking in the
ashes, as if she were going to attack them.


Glumm turned aside the point of the pole, and gently caught
the old woman by the arm.


“Oh! spare her,” she cried, falling on her
knees and clasping her
withered hands; “spare her, she is the last
left—the last. I tried to
save the others—but, but, they are gone—all gone.
Will ye not spare her?”


“They won’t harm us, mother,”
said the younger woman huskily. “They are friends. I know
they are friends. Come, sit by me, mother.”


The old woman, who appeared to have been subdued by
exhaustion,
crept on her hands and knees to her side, and laying her head on her
daughter’s breast, moaned piteously.


“We cannot stay to aid thee,” said Erling
kindly; “but that matters
not because those will soon be here who will do their best for thee.
Yet if thou canst travel a few leagues, I will give thee a token which
will ensure a good reception in my father’s house. Knowest
thou
Haldorstede in Horlingdal?”


“I know it well,” answered the woman.


“Here is a ring,” said Erling,
“which thou wilt take to Herfrida,
the wife of Haldor, and say that her son Erling sent thee, and would
have thee and thy mother well cared for.”


He took from his finger, as he spoke, a gold ring, and placed
it in
the woman’s hand, but she shook her head sadly, and said in
an absent
tone: “I dare not go. Swart might come back and would miss
me.”


“Art thou the wife of Swart of the
Springs?”


“Yes; and he told me not to quit the house till he
came back. But
that seems so long, long ago, and so many things have happened since,
that—”


She paused and shuddered.


“Swart is dead,” said Glumm.


On hearing this the woman uttered a wild shriek, and fell
backward to the earth.


“Now a plague on thy gruff tongue,” said
Erling angrily, as he
raised the woman’s head on his knee. “Did you not
see that the weight
was already more than she could bear? Get thee to the spring for water,
man, as quickly as may be.”


Glumm, whose heart had already smitten him for his
inconsiderate
haste, made no reply, but ran to a neighbouring spring, and quickly
returned with his helmet full of water. A little of this soon restored
the poor woman, and also her mother.


“Now haste thee to Horlingdal,” said
Erling, giving the woman a
share of the small supply of food with which he had supplied himself
for the journey. “There may be company more numerous than
pleasant at
the Springs to-morrow, and a hearty welcome awaits thee at
Haldorstede.”


Saying this he remounted and rode away.


“I was told last night by Hilda,” said
Erling, “that, when we were
out after the Danes, and just before the attack was made by the men of
their cutter on Ulfstede, the hermit had been talking to the women in a
wonderful way about war and the God whom he worships. He thinks that
war is an evil thing; that to fight in self-defence—that is,
in defence
of home and country—is right, but that to go on viking cruise
is wrong,
and displeasing to God.”


“The hermit is a fool,” said Glumm bluntly.


“Nay, he is no fool,” said Erling.
“When I think of these poor women, I am led to wish that
continued peace were possible.”


“But it is, happily, not
possible; therefore it is our business to look upon the bright side of
war,” said Glumm.


“That may be thy business, Glumm, but it is my
business to look upon both
sides of everything. What would it avail thee to pitch and paint and
gild the outside of thy longship, if no attention were given to the
timbering and planking of the inside?”


“That is a different thing,” said Glumm.


“Yes, truly; yet not different in this, that it has
two sides, both
of which require to be looked at, if the ship is to work well. I would
that I knew what the men of other lands think on this point, for the
hermit says that there are nations in the south where men practise
chiefly defensive warfare, and often spend years at a time without
drawing the sword.”


“Right glad am I,” said Glumm, with a grim
smile, “that my lot has not fallen among these.”


“Do you know,” continued Erling,
“that I have more than once thought
of going off on a cruise far and wide over the world to hear and see
what men say and do? But something, I know not what, prevents
me.”


“Perchance Hilda could tell thee!” said
Glumm.


Erling laughed, and said there was some truth in that; but
checked
himself suddenly, for at that moment a man in the garb of a thrall
appeared.


“Ho! fellow,” cried Glumm, “hast
heard of King Harald Haarfager of late?”


“The King is in guest-quarters in Updal,”
answered the thrall, “in the house of Jarl Rongvold, my
master.”


“We must speed on,” said Erling to Glumm,
“if we would speak with the King before
supper-time.”


“If you would speak with the King at all,”
said the thrall, “the
less you say to him the better, for he is in no mood to be troubled
just now. He sets out for the Springs to-morrow morning.”


Without making a reply the youths clapped spurs to their
horses and galloped away.











Chapter Eleven.


Describes our Hero’s Interview with Jarl Rongvold
and King Harald Haarfager.


Late in the evening, Erling and Glumm arrived in the
neighbourhood
of the house of Jarl Rongvold, where King Harald Haarfager was staying
in guest-quarters with a numerous retinue.


In the days of which we write there were no royal palaces in
Norway.
The kings spent most of their time—when not engaged in war or
out on
viking cruises—in travelling about the country, with a band
of
“herd-men”, or men-at-arms, in
“guest-quarters”. Wherever they went the
inhabitants were bound by law to afford them house-room and good cheer
at their own cost, and the kings usually made this tax upon their
people as light as possible by staying only a few days at each place.


Rongvold, who entertained the King at this time, was one of
those
Jarls or Earls—rulers over districts under
himself—of whom he had
recently created many throughout the land, to supersede those small
independent kings who refused to become subject to him. He was a stout
warrior, an able courtier, and a very dear friend of the King.


Just before his arrival at Jarl Rongvold’s house,
King Harald had
completed a considerable part of the programme which he had laid down
in the great work of subduing the whole of Norway to himself. And wild
bloody work it had been.


Hearing that several of the small kings had called a meeting
in the
uplands to discuss his doings, Harald went, with all the men he could
gather, through the forests to the uplands, came to the place of
meeting about midnight without being observed by the watchmen, set the
house on fire, and burnt or slew four kings with all their followers.
After that he subdued Hedemark, Ringerige, Gudbrandsdal, Hadeland,
Raumarige, and the whole northern part of Vingulmark, and got
possession of all the land as far south as the Glommen. It was at this
time that he was taunted by the girl Gyda, and took the oath not to
clip his hair until he had subdued the whole land—as formerly
related.
After his somewhat peculiar determination, he gathered together a great
force, and went northwards up the Gudbrandsdal and over the
Doverfielde. When he came to the inhabited land he ordered all the men
to be killed, and everything wide around to be delivered to the flames.
The people fled before him in all directions on hearing of his
approach—some down the country to Orkadal, some to Gaulerdal,
and some
to the forests; but many begged for peace, and obtained it on condition
of joining him and becoming his men. He met no decided opposition till
he came to Orkadal, where a king named Gryting gave him battle. Harald
won the victory. King Gryting was taken prisoner, and most of his men
were killed. He took service himself, however, under the King, and
thereafter all the people of Orkadal district swore fidelity to him.


Many other battles King Harald fought, and many other kings
did he
subdue—all of which, however, we will pass over at present,
merely
observing that wherever he conquered he laid down the law that all the
udal property should belong to him, and that the bonders—the
hitherto
free landholders—both small and great, should pay him land
dues for
their possessions. It is due, however, to Harald Fairhair, to say that
he never seems to have aimed at despotic power; for it is recorded of
him that over every district he set an earl, or jarl, to judge according
to the law of the land and to justice,
and also to collect the land dues and the fines; and for this each earl
received a third part of the dues and services and fines for the
support of his table and other expenses. Every earl had under him four
or more bersers, on each of whom was bestowed an estate of twenty merks
yearly, for which he was bound to support twenty men-at-arms at his own
expense—each earl being obliged to support sixty retainers.
The King
increased the land dues and burdens so much that his earls had greater
power and income than the kings had before, and when this became known
at Drontheim many of the great men of that district joined the King.


Wherever Harald went, submission or extinction were the
alternatives; and as he carried things with a high hand, using fire and
sword freely, it is not a matter of wonder that his conquests were
rapid and complete. It has been said of Harald Fairhair by his
contemporaries, handed down by the scalds, and recorded in the
Icelandic Sagas, that he was of remarkably handsome appearance, great
and strong, and very generous and affable to his men.


But to return.


It was late in the evening, as we have said, when Erling and
Glumm
reached the vicinity of Jarl Rongvold’s dwelling. Before
coming in
sight of it they were met by two of the mounted guards that were posted
regularly as sentries round the King’s quarters. These
challenged them
at once, and, on being informed that they desired to have speech with
the King on matters of urgency, conveyed them past the inner guard to
the house.


The state of readiness for instant action in which the men
were kept
did not escape the observant eyes of the visitors. Besides an outlying
mounted patrol, which they had managed to pass unobserved, and the
sentries who conducted them, they found a strong guard round the range
of farm buildings where the King and his men lay. These men were all
well armed, and those of them who were not on immediate duty lay at
their stations sound asleep, each man with his helmet on his head, his
sword under it, his right hand grasping the hilt, and his shield
serving the purpose of a blanket to cover him.


Although the young men observed all this they did not suffer
their
looks to betray idle curiosity, but rode on with stern countenances,
looking, apparently, straight before them, until they reined up at the
front door of the house.


In a few minutes a stout handsome man with white hair came out
and
saluted Erling in a friendly way. This was Jarl Rongvold, who was
distantly related to him.


“I would I could say with truth that I am glad to
see thee, cousin,”
he said, “but I fear me that thine errand to the King is not
likely to
end in pleasant intercourse, if all be true that is reported of the
folk in Horlingdal.”


“Thanks, kinsman, for the wish, if not for the
welcome,” replied the
youth, somewhat stiffly, as he dismounted; “but it matters
little to me
whether our intercourse be pleasant or painful, so long as it is
profitable. The men of Horlingdal send a message to Harald Haarfager;
can my companion and I have speech with him?”


“I can manage that for thee, yet would I counsel
delay, for the King
is not in a sweet mood to-night, and it may go ill with thee.”


“I care not whether the King’s mood be
sweet or sour,” replied
Erling sternly. “Whatever he may become in the future, Harald
is not
yet the all-powerful king he would wish to be. The men of Horlingdal
have held a Thing, and Glumm and I have been deputed to see the King,
convey to him their sentiments, and ask his intentions.”


A grim smile played on the jarl’s fine features for
a moment, as he observed the blood mantling to the youth’s
forehead.


“No good will come to thee or thine, kinsman, by
meeting the King
with a proud look. Be advised, Erling,” he continued in a
more
confidential tone; “it is easier to swim with the stream than
against
it—and wiser too, when it is impossible to turn it. Thou hast
heard, no
doubt, of Harald’s doings in the north.”


“I have heard,” said Erling bitterly.


“Well, be he right or be he wrong, it were easier to
make the
Glommen run up the fells than to alter the King’s
determination; and it
seems to me that it behoves every man who loves his country, and would
spare further bloodshed, to submit to what is inevitable.”


“Every lover of his country deems bloodshed better
than slavery,”
said Erling, “because the death of a few is not so great an
evil as the
slavery of all.”


“Aye, when there is hope that good may come of
dying,” rejoined the jarl, “but now there is no
hope.”


“That is yet to be proved,” said the
youth; and Glumm uttered one of
those emphatic grunts with which men of few words are wont to signify
their hearty assent to a proposition.


“Tut, kinsman,” continued Rongvold, with a
look of perplexity, “I
don’t like the idea of seeing so goodly a youth end his days
before his
right time. Let me assure thee that, if thou wilt join us and win over
thy friends in Horlingdal, a splendid career awaits thee, for the King
loves stout men, and will treat thee well; he is a good
master.”


“It grieves me that one whose blood flows in my
veins should call any man master!” said Erling.


“Now a plague on thee, for a stupid
hot-blood,” cried the jarl; “if
thou art so displeased with the word, I can tell thee that it need
never be used, for, if ye will take service with the King, he will give
thee the charge and the revenues of a goodly district, where thou shalt
be master and a jarl too.”


“I am a king!” said Erling, drawing
himself proudly up. “Thinkest
thou I would exchange an old title for a new one, which the giver has
no right to create?”


Glumm uttered another powerfully emphatic grunt at this point.


“Besides,” continued Erling, “I
have no desire to become a scatt-gatherer.”


The jarl flushed a little at this thrust, but mastering his
indignation said, with a smile—


“Nay, then, if ye prefer a warrior’s work
there is plenty of that at the disposal of the King.”


“I have no particular love for war,” said
Erling. Jarl Rongvold looked at his kinsman in undisguised amazement.


“Truly thou art well fitted for it, if not fond of
it,” he said
curtly; “but as thou art bent on following thine own nose,
thou art
like to have more than enough of that which thou lovest
not.—Come, I
will bring thee to the King.”


The jarl led the two young men into his dwelling, where nearly
a
hundred men-at-arms were carousing. The hall was a long, narrow, and
high apartment, with a table running down each side, and one at either
end. In the centre of each table was a raised seat, on which sat the
chief guests, but, at the moment they entered, the highest of these
seats was vacant, for the King had left the table. The fireplace of the
hall was in the centre, and the smoke from it curled up among the
rafters, which it blackened before escaping through a hole in the roof.


As all the revellers were armed, and many of them were moving
about
the hall, no notice was taken of the entrance of the strangers, except
that one or two near whom they passed remarked that Jarl Rongvold owned
some stout men-at-arms.


The King had retired to one of the sleeping-chambers off the
great
halt in which he sat at a small window, gazing dreamily upon the
magnificent view of dale, fell, fiord, and sea, that lay stretched out
before the house. The slanting rays of the sun shone through the
window, and through the heavy masses of the King’s golden
hair, which
fell in enormous volumes, like a lion’s mane, on a pair of
shoulders
which were noted, even in that age of powerful men, for enormous
breadth and strength. Like his men, King Harald was armed from head to
foot, with the exception of his helmet, which lay, with his shield, on
the low wolf-skin couch on which he had passed the previous night.


He did not move when the jarl and the young men entered, but
on the
former whispering in his ear he let his clenched fist fall on the
window sill, and, turning, with a frown on his bold, handsome face,
looked long and steadily at Erling. And well might he gaze, for he
looked upon one who bore a singularly strong resemblance to himself.
There was the same height and width and massive strength, the same
bold, fearless look in the clear blue eyes, and the same firm lips; but
Erling’s hair fell in softer curls on his shoulders, and his
brow was
more intellectual. Being a younger man, his beard was shorter.


Advancing a step, after Jarl Rongvold had left the room,
Erling
stated the sentiments of the men of Horlingdal in simple, blunt
language, and ended by telling the King that they had no wish to refuse
due and lawful allegiance to him, but that they objected to having the
old customs of the land illegally altered.


During the progress of his statement both Erling and Glumm
observed
that the King’s face flushed more than once, and that his
great blue
eyes blazed with astonishment and suppressed wrath. After he had
concluded, the King still gazed at him in ominous silence. Then he
said, sternly:


“For what purpose camest thou hither if the men of
Horlingdal hold such opinions?”


“We came to tell you, King Harald, what the men of
Horlingdal think, and to ask what you intend to do.”


There was something so cool in this speech that a sort of grin
curled the King’s moustache, and mingled with the wrath that
was
gathering on his countenance.


“I’ll tell thee what I will do,”
he said, drawing his breath
sharply, and hissing the words; “I will march into the dale,
and burn
and s—” He stopped abruptly, and then in a soft
tone added, “But what
will they do if I refuse to listen to
them?”


“I know not what the men of Horlingdal will
do,” replied Erling; “but I will counsel them to
defend their rights.”


At this the King leaped up, and drew his sword half out of its
scabbard, but again checked himself suddenly; for, as the Saga tells
us, “it was his invariable rule, whenever anything raised his
anger, to
collect himself and let his passion run off, and then take the matter
into consideration coolly.”


“Go,” he said, sitting down again at the
window, “I will speak with thee on this subject
to-morrow.”


Erling, who during the little burst of passion had kept his
blue
eyes unflinchingly fixed on those of the King, bowed and retired,
followed by Glumm, whose admiration of his friend’s
diplomatic powers
would have been unbounded, had he only wound up with a challenge to the
King, then and there, to single combat!











Chapter Twelve.


Describes a Terrific and Unequal Combat.


“Now, kinsman, let me endeavour to convince thee of
thy folly,” said
Jarl Rongvold to Erling, on the morning that followed the evening in
which the interview with the King had taken place, as they walked in
front of the house together.


“It needs no great power of speech to convince me of
that,” said
Erling. “The fact that I am still here, after what the King
let out
last night, convinces me, without your aid, that I am a fool.”


“And pray what said he that has had such powerful
influence on thine obtuse mind?”


“Truly he said little, but he expressed much. He
gave way to an
unreasonable burst of passion when I did but claim justice and assert
our rights; and the man must be slow-witted indeed who could believe
that subdued passion is changed opinion. However, I will wait for
another interview until the sun is in the zenith—after that I
leave,
whatever be the consequences. So it were well, kinsman, that you should
see and advise with your master.”


The jarl bit his lip, and was on the point of turning away
without
replying, when a remarkably stout and tall young man walked up and
accosted them.


“This is my son Rolf,” said the jarl,
turning round hastily.—“Our
kinsman, Erling the Bold. I go to attend the King. Make the most of
each other, for ye are not likely to be long in company.”


“Are you that Rolf who is styled Ganger?”
enquired Erling with some interest.


“Aye,” replied the other gruffly.
“At least I am Rolf. Men choose to
call me Ganger because I prefer to gang on my legs rather than gang on
the legs of a horse. They say it is because no horse can carry me; but
thou seest that that is a lie, for I am not much heavier than
thyself.”


“I should like to know thee better,
kinsman,” said Erling.


Rolf Ganger did not respond so heartily to this as Erling
wished,
and he felt much disappointed; for, being a man who did not often
express his feelings, he felt all the more keenly anything like a
rebuff.


“What is your business with the King?”
asked Rolf, after a short pause.


“To defy him,” said our hero, under the
influence of a burst of mingled feelings.


Rolf Ganger looked at Erling in surprise.


“Thou dost not like the King, then?”


“I hate him!”


“So do I,” said Rolf.


This interchange of sentiment seemed to break down the
barriers of
diffidence which had hitherto existed between the two, for from that
moment their talk was earnest and confidential. Erling tried to get
Rolf to desert the King’s cause and join his opponents, but
the latter
shook his head, and said that they had no chance of success; and that
it was of no use joining a hopeless cause, even although he had strong
sympathy with it. While they were conversing, Jarl Rongvold came out
and summoned Erling to the presence of the King.


This was the first and last interview that our hero had with
that
Rolf Ganger, whose name—although not much celebrated at that
time—was
destined to appear in the pages of history as that of the conqueror of
Normandy, and the progenitor of line of English kings.


“I have sent for thee, Erling,” said the
King, in a voice so soft,
yet so constrained, that Erling could not avoid seeing that it was
forced, “to tell thee thou art at liberty to return to thy
dalesmen
with this message—King Harald respects the opinions of the
men of
Horlingdal, and he will hold a Thing at the Springs for the purpose of
hearing their views more fully, stating his own, and consulting with
them about the whole matter.—Art satisfied with
that?” he asked, almost
sternly.


“I will convey your message,” said Erling.


“And the sooner the better,” said the
King. “By the way, there are
two roads leading to the Springs, I am told; is it so?” he
added.


“There are,” said Erling; “one
goes by the uplands over the fells, the other through the
forest.”


“Which would you recommend me to follow when I fare
to the Springs?”


“The forest road is the best.”


“It is that which thou wilt follow, I
suppose?”


“It is,” replied Erling.


“Well, get thee to horse, and make the most of thy
time; my berserk here will guide thee past the guards.”


As he spoke, a man who had stood behind the King motionless as
a
statue advanced towards the door. He was one of a peculiar class of men
who formed part of the bodyguard of the King. On his head there was a
plain steel helmet, but he wore no “serk”, or shirt
of mail (hence the
name of berserk, or bare of serk), and he was, like the rest of his
comrades, noted for being capable of working himself up into such a
fury of madness while in action, that few people of ordinary powers
could stand before his terrible onset. He was called Hake, the berserk
of Hadeland, and was comparatively short in stature, but looked shorter
than he really was, in consequence of the unnatural breadth and bulk of
his chest and shoulders. Hake led Erling out to the door of the house,
where they found Glumm waiting with two horses ready for the road.


“Thou art sharp this morning, Glumm.”


“Better to be too sharp than too blunt,”
replied his friend. “It
seemed to me that whatever should be the result of the talk with the
King to-day, it were well to be ready for the road in good time. What
is yonder big-shouldered fellow doing?”


“Hush, Glumm,” said Erling, with a smile,
“thou must be respectful
if thou wouldst keep thy head on thy shoulders. That is Hake of
Hadeland, King Harald’s famous berserk. He is to conduct us
past the
guards. I only hope he may not have been commissioned to cut off our
heads on the way. But I think that perchance you and I might manage him
together, if our courage did not fail us!”


Glumm replied with that expression of contempt which is
usually
styled turning up one’s nose, and Erling laughed as he
mounted his
horse and rode off at the heels of the berserk. He had good reason to
look grave, however, as he found out a few moments later. Just as they
were about to enter the forest, a voice was heard shouting behind, and
Jarl Rongvold was seen running after them.


“Ho! stay, kinsman, go not away without bidding us
farewell. A safe
and speedy journey, lad, and give my good wishes to the old folk at
Haldorstede. Say that I trust things may yet be happily arranged
between the men of Horlingdal and the King.”


As he spoke the jarl managed to move so that
Erling’s horse came
between him and the berserk; then he said quickly, in a low but earnest
whisper:


“The King means to play thee false, Erling. I cannot
explain, but do thou be sure to take the road by the fells,
and let not the berserk know. Thy life depends on it. I am ordered to
send this berserk with a troop of nineteen men to waylay thee. They are
to go by the forest road.—There, thou
canst not doubt my
friendship for thee, for now my life is in thy hands! Haste, thou hast
no chance against such odds. Farewell, Glumm,” he added
aloud; “give my
respects to Ulf, when next ye see him.”


Jarl Rongvold waved his hand as he turned round and left his
friends to pursue their way.


They soon reached the point where they had met the two guards
on the
previous day. After riding a little farther, so as to make sure of
being beyond the outmost patrol, the berserk reined up.


“Here I leave you to guard yourselves,” he
said.


“Truly we are indebted to thee for thy guidance thus
far,” said Erling.


“If you should still chance to meet with any of the
guards, they will let you pass, no doubt.”


“No doubt,” replied Erling, with a laugh,
“and, should they object, we have that which will persuade
them.”


He touched the hilt of his sword, and nodded good-humouredly
to the berserk, who did not appear to relish the jest at all.


“Your road lies through the forest, I
believe?” said Hake, pausing and looking back as he was about
to ride away.


“That depends on circumstances,” said
Erling. “If the sun troubles
me, I may go by the forest,—if not, I may go by the fells.
But I never
can tell beforehand which way my fancy may lead, and I always follow
it.”


So saying he put spurs to his horse and galloped away.


The berserk did the same, but it was evident that he was ill
at
ease, for he grumbled very much, and complained a good deal of his ill
luck. He did not, however, slacken his pace on that account, but rather
increased it, until he reached Rongvoldstede, where he hastily summoned
nineteen armed men, mounted a fresh horse, and, ordering them to
follow, dashed back into the forest at full speed.


For some time he rode in silence by the side of a stout man
who was his subordinate officer.


“Krake,” he said at length, “I
cannot make up my mind which road
this Erling and his comrade are likely to have taken, so, as we must
not miss our men, the King’s commands being very positive, I
intend to
send thee by the mountain road with nine of the men, and go myself by
the forest with the other nine. We will ride each at full speed, and
will be sure to overtake them before they reach the split rock on the
fells, or the double-stemmed pine in the forest. If thou shalt fall in
with them, keep them in play till I come up, for I will hasten to join
thee without delay after reaching the double pine. If I meet them I
will give the attack at once, and thou wilt hasten to join me after
passing the split rock. Now, away, for here our roads part.”


In accordance with this plan the troop was divided, and each
portion rode off at full speed.


Meanwhile Erling and Glumm pursued their way, chatting as they
rode along, and pausing occasionally to breathe their horses.


“What ails thee, Erling?” said Glumm
abruptly. “One would fancy that
the fair Hilda was behind thee, so often hast thou looked back since
the berserk left us.”


“It is because the fair Hilda is before me that I
look so often over
my shoulder, for I suspect that there are those behind us who will one
day cause her grief,” replied Erling sadly; then, assuming a
gay air,
he added—“Come, friend Glumm, I wish to know thy
mind in regard to a
matter of some importance. How wouldst thou like to engage, single
handed, with ten men?”


Glumm smiled grimly, as he was wont to do when amused by
anything—which, to say truth, was not often.


“Truly,” said he, “my answer to
that must depend on thine answer to
this—Am I supposed to have my back against a cliff, or to be
surrounded
by the ten?”


“With thy back guarded, of course.”


“In that case I should not refuse the fight, but I
would prefer to
be more equally matched,” said Glumm, “Two to one,
now, is a common
chance of war, as thou knowest full well. I myself have had four
against me at one time—and when one is in good spirits this
is not a
serious difficulty, unless there chance to be a berserk amongst them;
even in that case, by the use of a little activity of limb, one can
separate them, and so kill them in detail. But ten are almost too many
for one man, however bold, big, or skilful he may be.”


“Then what—wouldst thou say to twenty
against two?” asked Erling, giving a peculiar glance at his
friend.


“That were better than ten to one, because two stout
fellows back to
back are not easily overcome, if the fight be fair with sword and axe,
and arrows or spears be not allowed. Thou and I, Erling, might make a
good stand together against twenty, for we can use our weapons, and are
not small men. Nevertheless, I think that it would be our last fight,
though I make no doubt we should thin their number somewhat. But why
ask such questions?”


“Because I have taken a fancy to know to what extent
I might count on thee in case of surprise.”


“To what extent!” said Glumm, flushing,
and looking his friend full
in the face. “Hast known me so long to such small purpose,
that ye
should doubt my willingness to stand by thee to the death, if need be,
against any odds?”


“Nay, be not so hasty, Glumm. I doubt not thy
courage nor thy regard
for me, but I had a fancy to know what amount of odds thou wouldst deem
serious, for I may tell thee that our powers are likely to be put to
the proof to-day. My kinsman, Jarl Rongvold, told me at parting that
twenty men—and among them Hake the berserk—are to
be sent after us, and
are doubtless even now upon our track.”


“Then why this easy pace?” said Glumm, in
a tone of great surprise.
“Surely there is no reason why we should abide the issue of
such a
combat when nothing is to be gained by it and much to be lost; for if
we are killed, who will prepare the men of Horlingdal for the
King’s
approach, and tell of his intentions?”


“That is wisely spoken, Glumm; nevertheless I feel
disposed to meet King Harald’s men.”


“This spirit accords ill with the assertion that
thou art not fond of war,” returned Glumm, with a smile.


“I am not so sure of that,” rejoined
Erling, with a look of
perplexity. “It is more the consequences of war—its
evil effects on
communities, on women and children—that I dislike, than the
mere matter
of fighting, which, although I cannot say I long for it, as some of our
friends do, I can truly assert I take some pleasure in, when engaged in
it. Besides, in this case I do not wish to meet these fellows for a
mere piece of brag, but I think it might teach King Harald that he has
to do with men who have heart and skill to use their weapons, and show
him what he may expect if he tries to subdue this district. However, be
that as it may, the question is, shall we hang back and accept this
challenge—for such I regard it—or shall we push
on?”


“Yonder is an answer to that question, which settles
it for us,”
said Glumm quietly, pointing to a ridge on the right of the bridle
path, which rose high above the tree tops. A troop of horsemen were
seen to cross it and gallop down the slope, where they quickly
disappeared in the forest.


“How many didst thou count?” asked Erling,
with a look of surprise.


“Only ten,” answered Glumm.


“Come,” cried Erling cheerfully, as he
drew his sword, “the odds are
not so great as we had expected. I suppose that King Harald must have
thought us poor-looking warriors, or perchance he has sent ten
berserkers against us. Anyhow I am content. Only one thing do I regret,
and that is, that, among the other foolish acts I have been guilty of
at this time, I left my good battle-axe behind me. This is a level
piece of sward. Shall we await them here?”


“Aye,” was Glumm’s laconic
answer, as he felt the edge of his long
two-handed sword, settled himself more firmly on his seat, and
carefully looked to the fastenings of his armour.


Erling did the same, and both drew up their steeds with their
backs
towards an impenetrable thicket. In front lay a level stretch of
ground, encumbered only here and there with one or two small bushes,
beyond which they had a view far into the dark forest, where the armour
of the approaching horsemen could be seen glancing among the tree stems.


“It is likely,” muttered Erling,
“that they will try to speak us
fair at first. Most assassins do, to throw men off their guard. I
counsel that our words be few and our action quick.”


Glumm gave vent to a deep, short laugh, which sounded,
however, marvellously like a growl, and again said—


“Aye.”


Next moment the ten horsemen galloped towards them, and reined
up at
the distance of a few yards, while two of them advanced. One of these,
who was no other than Krake the berserk, said in a loud, commanding
voice—


“Yield thee, Erling, in the name of the
King!”


“That for the King!” cried Erling,
splitting the head of Krake’s
horse with the edge of his sword, and receiving Krake himself on the
point of it as he fell forward, so that it went in at his breast and
came out at his back. At the same time Glumm’s horse sprang
forward,
his long sword whistled sharply as it flashed through the air, and,
next moment, the head of the second man was rolling on the ground.


So sudden was the onset that the others had barely time to
guard
themselves when Glumm’s heavy sword cleft the top of the
shield and the
helmet of one, tumbling him out of the saddle, while the point of
Erling’s lighter weapon pierced the throat of another. The
remaining
six turned aside, right and left, so as to divide their opponents, and
then attacked them with great fury—for they were all brave
and picked
men. At first Erling and Glumm had enough to do to defend themselves,
without attempting to attack, but at a critical moment the horse of one
of Glumm’s opponents stumbled, and his rider being exposed
was
instantly cut down. Glumm now uttered a shout, for he felt sure of
victory, having only two to deal with. Erling’s sword proved
to be too
short for such a combat, for his enemies were armed with long and heavy
weapons, and one of them had a spear. He eluded their assaults,
however, with amazing activity, and wounded one of them so badly that
he was obliged to retire from the fray. Seeing this our hero made a
sudden rush at one of the men who fought with a battle-axe, seized the
axe by the handle, and with one sweep of his sword lopped off the
man’s
arm.


Then did Erling also feel that victory was secure, for he now
wielded an axe that was almost as good and heavy as his own, and only
one man stood before him. Under the impulse of this feeling he uttered
a shout which rang through the forest like the roar of a lion.


Now, well would it have been for both Erling and Glumm if they
had
restrained themselves on that occasion, for the shouts they uttered
served to guide two bands of enemies who were in search of them.


It will be remembered that Hake the berserk had gone after our
heroes by the forest road, but, not finding them so soon as he had
anticipated, and feeling a sort of irresistible belief that they had
after all gone by the fells, he altered his own plans in so far that he
turned towards the road leading by the mountains, before he reached the
pine with the double stem. Thus he just missed those whom he sought,
and, after some time, came to the conclusion that he was a fool, and
had made a great mistake in not holding to his original plan. By way of
improving matters he divided his little band into two, and sending five
of his men in one direction, rode off with the remaining four in
another. Krake, on the contrary, had fulfilled his orders to the
letter; had gone to the split rock, and then hastened to the
double-stemmed pine, not far from which, as we have seen, he found the
men of whom he was in search, and also met his death.


One of the bands of five men chanced to be within earshot when
Erling shouted, and they immediately bore down in the direction, and
cheered as they came in sight of the combatants. The three men who yet
stood up to our friends wheeled about at once and galloped to meet
them, only too glad to be reinforced at such a critical moment.


There was a little stream which trickled over the edge of a
rock
close to the spot where the combat had taken place. Erling and Glumm
leaped off their horses as if by one impulse, and, running to this,
drank deeply and hastily. As they ran back and vaulted into their
saddles, they heard a faint cheer in the far distance.


“Ha!” exclaimed Erling, “Harald
doubtless did send twenty men
after all, for here come the rest of them. It is good fortune that a
berserk is seldom a good leader—he should not have divided
his force.
These eight must go down, friend Glumm, before the others come up, else
are our days numbered.”


The expression of Glumm’s blood-stained visage spoke
volumes, but
his tongue uttered never a word. Indeed, there was no time for further
speech, for the eight men, who had conversed hurriedly together for a
few seconds, were now approaching. The two friends did not await the
attack, but, setting spurs to their horses, dashed straight at them.
Two were overturned in the shock, and their horses rolled on them, so
that they never rose again. On the right Erling hewed down one man, and
on the left his friend cut down another. They reined up, turned round,
and charged again, but the four who were left were too wise to
withstand the shock; they swerved aside. In doing so the foot of one of
their horses caught in a bramble. He stumbled, and the rider was thrown
violently against a tree and stunned, so that he could not remount.
This was fortunate, for Erling and Glumm were becoming exhausted, and
the three men who still opposed them were comparatively fresh. One of
these suddenly charged Glumm, and killed his horse. Glumm leaped up,
and, drawing his knife, stabbed the horse of the other to the heart. As
it fell he caught his rider by the right wrist, and with a sudden
wrench dislocated his arm. Erling meanwhile disabled one of the others,
and gave the third such a severe wound that he thought it best to seek
safety in flight.


Erling now turned to Glumm, and asked if he thought it would
be best
to ride away from the men who were still to come up, or to remain and
fight them also.


“If there be five more,” said Glumm,
leaning against a tree, and
removing his helmet in order to wipe his brow, “then is our
last battle
fought, for, although I have that in me which could manage to slay one,
I have not strength for two, much less three. Besides, my good steed is
dead, and we have no time to catch one of the others.”


“Now will I become a berserk,” cried
Erling, casting his gilt helmet
on the ground and undoing the fastenings of his coat of mail.
“Armour
is good when a man is strong, but when he is worn out it is only an
encumbrance. I counsel thee to follow my example.”


“It is not a bad one,” said Glumm, also
throwing down his helmet and
stripping off his armour. “Ha! there are more of them than we
counted
on—six.”


As he spoke six horsemen were seen approaching through the
distant glades of the forest.


The two friends ran to the fountain before mentioned, slaked
their
thirst, and hastily bathed their heads and faces; then, seizing their
swords and shields, and leaving the rest of their armour on the sward,
they ran to a rugged part of the ground, where horses could not act.
Mounting to the highest point of a rocky mound, they awaited the
approach of their foes.


Quickly they came forward, their faces blazing with wrath as
they
rode over the field of battle, and saw their slaughtered comrades. Hake
the berserk rode in front, and, advancing as near as possible to the
place where his enemies stood, said tauntingly:


“What, are ye so fearful of only six men, after
having slain so many?”


“Small meat would we make of thee and thy men, so
that the crows
might pick it easily, if we were only half as fresh as ye
are,” said
Erling; “but we chose to rest here awhile, so if ye would
fight ye must
come hither to us on foot.”


“Nay, but methinks it would be well for both
parties,” returned the berserk, “that they should
fight on level ground.”


Erling and Glumm had thrown themselves on the rocks to get as
much
rest as possible before the inevitable combat that was still before
them. They consulted for a few seconds, and then the former replied:


“We will gladly come down, if ye will meet us on
foot.”


“Agreed,” cried the berserk, leaping off
his horse, and leading it
to a neighbouring tree, to which he fastened it. The others followed
his example. Then our two heroes arose and stretched themselves.


“It has been a good fight,” said Erling.
“Men will talk of it in days to come, after we are far away
in the world of spirits.”


There was deep pathos in the tone of the young warrior as he
spoke
these words, and cast his eyes upwards to the blue vault as if he
sought to penetrate that spirit world, on the threshold of which he
believed himself to stand.


“If we had but one hour’s rest, or one
other man on our side; but—”
He stopped suddenly, for the six men now stood in the middle of the
little plain where Erling and Glumm had fought so long and so valiantly
that day, and awaited their coming.


Hastily descending the mound, the two friends strode boldly
towards
their opponents, scorning to let them see by look or gesture that they
were either fatigued or depressed. As they drew near, Erling singled
out Hake, and Glumm went towards a tall, powerful man, who stood ready
with a huge sword resting on his shoulder, as if eager to begin the
combat. Glumm had arranged in his own mind that that man and he should
die together. Beside him stood a warrior with a battle-axe, and a steel
helmet on his head. Before Glumm could reach his intended victim the
tall man’s sword flashed in the air like a gleam of light,
and the head
with the steel helmet went spinning on the ground!


“That’s the way that Kettle Flatnose pays
off old scores,” cried the
Irish thrall, turning suddenly upon his late friends, and assailing one
of them with such fury that he cut him down in a few seconds, and then
ran to draw off one of the two who had attacked Erling.
Glumm’s
amazement at this was, as may well be believed, excessive; but it was
nothing to the intensity of his joy when he found suddenly that the
fight was now equalised, and that there stood only one man to oppose
him. His heart leaped up. New life gave spring to his muscles; and to
these new feelings he gave vent in one loud shout, as he sprang upon
his adversary and cleft him to the chin with one sweep of his sword!


Meanwhile Kettle Flatnose had killed his man; and he was about
to
come up behind Hake and sweep off his head, when he was seized by Glumm
and dragged violently back.


“Would ye rob Erling of the honour of slaying this
noted berserk?” he said sternly.


“Truly,” replied Kettle, somewhat abashed,
“I did not know that he
was noted; and as for the honour of it, I do think that Erling seems to
have got honour enough to-day (if all this be his work) to content him
for some time to come; but as ye will,” he added, putting the
point of
his sword on the ground, and resting his arms on the hilt.


Glumm also leaned on his sword; and standing thus, these two
watched the fight.


Now, it may perhaps seem to some readers that as the other men
had
been disposed of so summarily, it was strange that Erling the Bold
should be so long in dispatching this one; but for our hero’s
credit,
we must point out several facts which may have perhaps been overlooked.
In the first place, Kettle Flatnose was a thoroughly fresh man when he
began the fight, and although he killed two men, it must be remembered
that one of these was slain while off his guard. Then, Glumm did indeed
slay his man promptly, but he was one of King Harald’s
ordinary
men-at-arms; whereas Erling was opposed by one of the most celebrated
of the King’s warriors—Hake, the berserk of
Hadeland—a man whose name
and prowess were known far and wide, not only in Norway, but in
Denmark, and all along the southern shores of the Baltic. It would have
been strange indeed had such a man fallen easily before any human arm,
much more strange had he succumbed at once to one that had been already
much exhausted with fighting.


True to the brotherhood to which he belonged, the berserk
attacked
Erling with incredible fury. He roared more like a mad bull than a man
as he made the onset; his eyes glared, his mouth foamed, and he bit his
shield as he was driven back. Being fresh, he danced round Erling
perpetually, springing in to cut and thrust, and leaping back to avoid
the terrific blows which the latter fetched at him with his weighty
axe. Once he made a cut at Erling’s head, which the latter
did not
attempt to parry, intending to trust to his helmet to defend him, and
forgetting for the moment that he had cast that useful piece of armour
on the plain. Luckily the blow was not truly aimed. It shore a lock
from Erling’s head as he swung his axe against his
opponent’s shield,
and battered him down on his knees; but the berserk leaped up with a
yell, and again rushed at him. Hake happened just then to cast his eyes
on the two men who were quietly looking on, and he so managed the fight
for a few moments afterwards that he got near to them. Then turning
towards them with a howl of demoniacal fury, he made a desperate cut at
the unsuspecting Glumm, who was taken so thoroughly by surprise that he
made no movement whatever to defend himself. Fortunately. Kettle
Flatnose was on the alert, but he had only time to thrust his sword
awkwardly between Glumm’s head and the descending weapon. The
act
prevented a fatal gash, but it could not altogether arrest the force of
the blow, which fell on the flat of his sword, and beat it down on
Glumm’s skull so violently that he was instantly stretched
upon the
green sward. Erling’s axe fell on the helm of the berserk
almost at the
same time. Even in that moment of victory a feeling of respect for the
courage and boldness of this man touched the heart of Erling, who, with
the swiftness of thought, put in force his favourite
practice—he turned
the edge of the axe, and the broad side of it fell on the steel
headpiece with tremendous force, causing the berserk of Hadeland to
stretch himself on the green sward beside Glumm the Gruff; thus ending
the famous battle of the “Berserkers and the Bold”,
in regard to which
Thikskul the scald writes:—



  “The Bold one and his doughty friend,


Glumm the Gruff of Horlingsend,


Faced, fought, and felled, and bravely slew,


Full twenty men—a berserk crew


Sent by King Harald them to slay—


But much he rued it—lack-a-day!


    The heroes cut and hacked them
sore,


    Hit, split, and slashed them
back and fore—


    And left them lying in their
gore.”















Chapter Thirteen.


Shows that Eloquence does not always flow when it is
expected, and that Glumm begins a New Course of Action.


On examination it was found that Glumm’s hurt was
not severe. He had
merely been stunned by the force of the blow, and there was a trifling
wound in the scalp from which a little blood flowed. While Kettle held
a helmet full of water, and Erling bathed the wound, the latter said:


“How comes it, Kettle, that ye discovered our
straits, and appeared so fortunately?”


Kettle laughed and said: “The truth is, that
accident brought me
here. You know that I had all but wrought out my freedom by this time,
but in consideration of my services in the battle at the Springs, Ulf
set me free at once, and this morning I left him to seek service with
King Harald Haarfager.”


“That was thankless of thee,” said Erling.


“So said Ulf,” rejoined Kettle;
“nevertheless, I came off, and was
on my way over the fells to go to the King when I fell in with Hake the
berserk—though I knew not that it was he—and joined
him.”


Erling frowned, and looked enquiringly at Kettle as he said:


“But what possessed thee, that thou shouldst quit so
good a master
for one so bad, and how comes it thou hast so readily turned against
the King’s men?”


“Little wonder that you are perplexed,”
said Kettle, “seeing that ye
know not my motive. The truth is, that I had a plan in my head, which
was to enter Harald’s service, that I might act the spy on
him, and so
do my best for one who, all the time I have been in thraldom, has been
as kind to me as if he had been my own father.”


“Thou meanest Ulf?” said Erling.


“I do,” replied Kettle with enthusiasm,
“and I’d willingly die for
him if need be. As ye know full well, it needs no wizard to tell that
such men as Ulf and your father will not easily be made to bend their
necks to the King’s yoke; and for this I honour them, because
they
respect the law of the land more than they respect the King. Happy is
the nation where such men abound; and in saying this I do no dishonour
to the King, but the reverse.”


Erling looked in surprise at Kettle, while he continued to
bathe the
face of his still unconscious friend, for his language and bearing were
much altered from what they had been when he was in thraldom, and there
was an air of quiet dignity about him, which seemed to favour the
common report that he had been a man of note in his own land.


“Well,” continued Kettle, “it is
equally certain that Harald is not
a man who will tamely submit to be thwarted in his plans, so I had made
up my mind to take service with him, in order that I might be able to
find out his intentions and observe his temper towards the men of
Horlingdal, and thus be in a position to give them timely warning of
any danger that threatened. On my way hither I met Hake, as I have
said. On hearing that he belonged to King Harald, I told him that I had
just got my freedom from Ulf, and wished to join the King. He seemed
very glad, and said he thought I would make a good berserk; told me
that he was out in search of some of the King’s enemies, and
proposed
that I should assist him. Of course this suited me well; but it was
only when we found you that I became aware who the King’s
enemies were,
and resolved to act as ye have seen me do. I did not choose to tell Ulf
my intention, lest my plan should miscarry; but, now that I find who
the King counts his foes, and know how sharply he intends to treat
them, it seems to me that I need go no farther.”


“Truly thou needst not,” said Erling,
“for Harald is in the worst
possible humour with us all, and did his best to stop me from going
home to tell the fact.”


“Then is my mission ended. I will return to
Ulfstede,” said Kettle,
throwing the water out of his helmet, and replacing it on his head, as
he rose and grasped his sword. “Meanwhile, I will cut off
Hake’s head,
and take it back with me.”


“Thou wilt do so at thy peril,” said
Erling; “Hake fell to my hand,
and I will finish the work which I have begun. Do thou go catch three
or four of the horses, for I see that Glumm is recovering.”


“I will not interfere with your business,”
said Kettle, with a
laugh, “only I thought you meant to leave his carcass lying
there
unheeded, and was unwilling to go off without his head as a
trophy.”


Kettle went to catch the horses—three of which he
tied to trees to
be ready for them, while he loaded the fourth with the most valuable of
the arms and garments of the slain. Meanwhile Glumm groaned, and,
sitting up, rubbed his head ruefully.


“I thought someone had sent me to
Valhalla,” he said, fetching a deep sigh.


“Not yet, friend Glumm, not yet. There is still work
for thee to do
on earth, and the sooner ye set about doing it the better, for methinks
the King will wonder what has become of his berserkers, and will send
out men in search of them ere long. Canst mount thy horse?”


“Mount him? aye,” said Glumm, leaping up,
but staggering when he had
gained his legs, so that Erling had to support him for a few minutes.
He put his hand to his forehead, and, observing blood on it, asked:
“Is
the wound deep?”


“Only a scratch,” said Erling,
“but the blow was heavy. If the sword
of Kettle Flatnose had not caught it in time, it would have been thy
death.”


“Truly it has not been far from that as it is, for
my head rings as
if the brain were being battered with Thor’s hammer! Come,
let us
mount.”


As he spoke, Kettle brought forward the horses. Glumm mounted
with
difficulty, and they all rode away. But Erling had observed a slight
motion of life in the body of Hake, and after they had gone a few yards
he said: “Ride on slowly, Glumm, I will go back to get a ring
from the
finger of the berserk, which I forgot.”


He turned, and rode quickly back to the place where the
berserk’s
body lay, dismounted, and kneeled beside it. There was a large silver
ring on the middle finger of Hake’s right hand, which he took
off and
put on his own finger, replacing it with a gold one of his own. Then he
ran to the spring, and, filling his helmet with water, came back and
laved the man’s temples therewith, at the same time pouring a
little of
it into his mouth. In a few minutes he began to show symptoms of
revival, but before he had recovered sufficiently to recognise who his
benefactor was, Erling had vaulted into the saddle and galloped away.


They arrived at Glummstede that evening about supper-time, but
Glumm
was eager to hear the discussion that was sure to take place when the
news of the fight and of Harald’s state of mind was told, so
he rode
past his own home, and accompanied his friend to Ulfstede. We cannot
say for certain that he was uninfluenced by other motives, for Glumm,
as the reader knows, was not a communicative man; he never spoke to
anyone on the subject; we incline, however, to the belief that there
were mingled ideas in his brain and mixed feelings in his heart as he
rode to Ulfstede!


Great was the sensation in the hall when Erling, Glumm, and
Kettle
entered with the marks of the recent fight still visible upon
them—especially on Glumm, whose scalp wound, being undressed,
permitted
a crimson stream to trickle down his face—a stream which, in
his own
careless way, he wiped off now and then with the sleeve of his coat,
thereby making his aspect conspicuously bloody. Tremendous was the
flutter in Ada’s heart when she saw him in this plight, for
well did
she know that deeds of daring had been done before such marks could
have been left upon her gruff lover.


The hall was crowded with armed men, for many bonders had
assembled
to await the issue of the decision at the Thing, and much anxiety as
well as excitement prevailed. Ulf recognised his late thrall with a
look of surprise, but each of them was made to quaff a brimming tankard
of ale before being allowed to speak. To say truth, they were very
willing to accept the draught, which, after the fatigues they had
undergone, tasted like nectar.


Erling then stood up, and in the midst of breathless silence
began
to recount the incidents which had befallen him and his companion while
in the execution of their mission.


“In the first place,” he said,
“it is right to let ye all know that
the King’s countenance towards us is as black as a
thundercloud, and
that we may expect to see the lightning flash out before long. But it
is some comfort to add that Glumm and Kettle and I have slain, or
rendered unfit to fight, twenty of Harald’s men.”


In the midst of the murmur of congratulation with which this
announcement was received, Erling observed that Hilda, who had been
standing near the door, went out. The result of this was, that the poor
youth’s spirit sank, and it was with the utmost difficulty he
plucked
up heart to relate the incidents of the fight, in which he said so
little about himself that one might have imagined he had been a mere
spectator. Passing from that subject as quickly as possible, he
delivered his opinion as to the hopes and prospects before them, and,
cutting his speech short, abruptly quitted the hall.


Any little feeling of disappointment that might have been felt
at
the lame way in which Erling had recounted his exploits was, however,
amply compensated by Glumm, who, although usually a man of few words,
had no lack of ideas or of power to express them when occasion
required, in a terse, stern style of his own, which was very telling.
He gave a faithful account of the fight, making mention of many
incidents which his friend had omitted to touch on, and dwelling
particularly on the deeds of Kettle. As to that flat-nosed individual
himself, when called upon to speak, he addressed the assembly with a
dignity of manner and a racy utterance of language which amazed those
who had only known him as a thrall, and who now for the first time met
him as a freed man. He moreover introduced into his speech a few
touches of humour which convulsed his audience with laughter, and
commented on the condition of affairs in a way that filled them with
respect, so that from that hour he became one of the noted men of the
dale.


Erling meanwhile hurried towards one of the cliffs overlooking
the
fiord. He was well acquainted with Hilda’s favourite haunts,
and soon
found her, seated on a bank, with a very disconsolate look, which,
however, vanished on his appearing.


“Wherefore didst thou hasten away just as I began to
speak, Hilda?” he said, somewhat reproachfully, as he sat
down beside her.


“Because I did not wish to hear details of the
bloody work of which
thou art so fond. Why wilt thou always be seeking to slay thy
fellows?”


The girl spoke in tones so sad and desponding, that her lover
looked upon her for some time in silent surprise.


“Truly, Hilda,” he said, “the
fight was none of my seeking.”


“Did I not hear thee say,” she replied,
“that Kettle and Glumm and
thou had slain twenty of the King’s men, and that ye regarded
this as a
comforting thought?”


“Aye, surely; but these twenty men did first attack
Glumm and me
while alone, and we slew them in self-defence. Never had I returned to
tell it, had not stout Kettle Flatnose come to our aid.”


“Thank Heaven for that!” said Hilda, with
a look of infinite relief. “How did it happen?”


“Come. I will tell thee all from first to last. And
here is one who
shall judge whether Glumm and I are to blame for slaying these
men.”


As he spoke, the hermit approached. The old man looked
somewhat
paler than usual, owing to the loss of blood caused by the wound he had
received in his recent defence of Ulfstede. Erling rose and saluted him
heartily, for, since the memorable prowess in the defence of Ulfstede,
Christian had been high in favour among the people of the neighbourhood.


“Hilda and I were considering a matter of which we
will make thee judge,” said Erling, as they sat down on the
bank together.


“I will do my best,” said the hermit, with
a smile, “if Hilda consents to trust my judgment.”


“That she gladly does,” said the maid.


“Well, then, I will detail the facts of the
case,” said Erling; “but
first tell me what strange marks are those on the skin thou holdest in
thy hand?”


“These are words,” said the hermit,
carefully spreading out a roll of parchment, on which a few lines were
written.


Erling and Hilda regarded the strange characters with much
interest.
Indeed, the young man’s look almost amounted to one of awe,
for he had
never seen the scroll before, although Hilda, to whom it had several
times been shown and explained, had told him about it.


“These marks convey thoughts,” said
Christian, laying his forefinger on the characters.


“Can they convey intricate thoughts,”
asked Erling, “such as are difficult to express?”


“Aye; there is no thought which can quit the tongue
of one man and
enter the understanding of another which may not be expressed by these
letters in different combinations.”


“Dim ideas of this have been in my mind,”
said Erling, “since I went
on viking cruise to the south, when first I heard of such a power being
known to and used by many, but I believed it not. If this be as thou
sayest, and these letters convey thy thoughts, then, though absent, thy
thoughts might be known to me—if I did but understand the
tracing of
them.”


“Most true,” returned the hermit;
“and more than that, there be some
who, though dead, yet speak to their fellows, and will continue to do
so as long as the records are preserved and the power to comprehend
them be maintained.”


“Mysterious power,” said Erling;
“I should like much to possess it.”


“If thou wilt come to my poor abode on the cliff I
will teach it
thee. A few months, or less, will suffice. Even Hilda knows the names
of the separate signs, and she has applied herself to it for little
more than a few days.”


Hilda’s face became scarlet when Erling looked at
her in surprise,
but the unobservant hermit went on to descant upon the immense value of
written language, until Hilda reminded him that he had consented to sit
in judgment on a knotty point.


“True, I had forgotten.—Come now, Erling,
let me hear it.”


The youth at once began, and in a few minutes had so
interested his
hearers that they gazed in his face and hung upon his words with rapt
attention, while he detailed the incidents of the combats with a degree
of fluency and fervour that would have thrown the oratory of Glumm and
Kettle quite into the shade had it been told in the hall.


While Erling was thus engaged, his friend Glumm, having
finished the
recital of his adventures for the twentieth time, and at the same time
eaten a good supper, was advised by his companions to have the wound in
his head looked to.


“What! hast thou not had it dressed yet?”
asked Ulf; “why, that is
very foolish. Knowest thou not that a neglected wound may compass thy
death? Come hither, Ada; thy fingers are skilled in such offices. Take
Glumm to an inner chamber, and see if thou canst put his head to
rights.”


“Methinks,” cried Guttorm Stoutheart, with
a laugh, “that she is
more likely to put his heart wrong than his head right with these
wicked black eyes of hers. Have a care, Glumm: they pierce deeper than
the sword of the berserk.”


Ada pretended not to hear this, but she appeared by no means
displeased, as she led Glumm to an inner chamber, whither they were
followed by Alric, whose pugnacious soul had been quite fascinated by
the story of the recent fight, and who was never tired of putting
questions as to minute points.


As Glumm sat down on a low stool to enable Ada to get at his
head,
she said (for she was very proud of her lover’s prowess, and
her heart
chanced to be in a melting mood that night), “Thou hast done
well
to-day, it would seem?”


“It is well thou thinkest so,” replied
Glumm curtly, remembering
Erling’s advice.—“No, boy,” he
added, in reply to Alric, “I did not
kill the one with the black helmet; it was Erling who gave him his
deathblow.”


“Did Hake the berserk look dreadfully
fierce?” asked Alric.


“He made a few strange faces,” replied
Glumm.


“The wound is but slight,” observed Ada,
in a tone that indicated a
little displeasure at the apparent indifference of her lover.


“It might have been worse,” replied Glumm.


“Do tell me all about it again,” entreated
Alric.


“Not now,” said Glumm;
“I’ll repeat it when Hilda is by; she has not heard
it yet—methinks she would like to hear it.”


“Hilda like to hear it!” cried the lad,
with a shout of laughter;
“why, she detests fighting almost as much as the hermit does,
though, I
must say, for a man who hates it, he can do it wonderfully well
himself! But do tell me, Glumm, what was the cut that Erling gave when
he brought down that second man, you know—the big
one—”


“Which? the man whose head he chopped off, with half
of the left shoulder?”


“No; that was the fourth. I mean the other one,
with—”


“Oh, the one he split the nose of by accident before
battering down with—”


“No, no,” cried Alric, “I mean
the one with the black beard.”


“Ha!” exclaimed Glumm, “that
wasn’t the second man; his fall was
much further on in the fight, just after Erling had got hold of the
battle-axe. He whirled the axe round his head, brought it from over the
left down on Blackbeard’s right shoulder, and split him to
the waist.”


“Now, that is finished,” said Ada sharply,
as she put away the
things that she had used in the dressing of the wound. “I
hope that
every foe thou hast to deal with in future may let thee off as
well.”


“I thank thee, Ada, both for the dressing and the
good wish,” said
Glumm gravely, as he rose and walked into the hall, followed by his
persevering and insatiable little friend.


Ada retired hastily to her own chamber, where she stood for a
moment
motionless, then twice stamped her little foot, after which she sat
down on a stool, and, covering her face with both hands, burst into a
passionate flood of tears.











Chapter Fourteen.


In which Alric boasts a little, discovers Secrets, confesses
a little, and distinguishes himself greatly.


Next day there was great bustle at Ulfstede, and along the
shores of
the fiord, for the men of Horlingdal were busy launching their ships
and making preparations to go to the Springs to meet and hold council
with King Harald Haarfager.


It had been finally resolved, without a dissentient voice,
that the
whole district should go forth to meet him in arms, and thus ensure
fair play at the deliberations of the Thing. Even Haldor no longer
objected; but, on the contrary, when he heard his son’s
account of his
meeting with the King, and of the dastardly attempt that had been made
to assassinate him and his friend, there shot across his face a gleam
of that wild ferocity which had procured him his title. It passed
quickly away, however, and gave place to a look of sad resignation,
which assured those who knew him that he regarded their chance of
opposing the King successfully to be very small indeed.


The fleet that left the fiord consisted of the longships of
Ulf,
Haldor, Erling, Glumm, and Guttorm, besides an innumerable flotilla of
smaller crafts and boats. Many of the men were well armed, not only
with first-rate weapons, but with complete suits of excellent mail of
the kinds peculiar to the period—such as shirts of leather,
with steel
rings sewed thickly over them, and others covered with steel
scales—while of the poorer bonders and the thralls some wore
portions
of defensive armour, and some trusted to the thick hides of the wolf,
which were more serviceable against a sword-cut than many people might
suppose. All had shields, however, and carried either swords, bills,
spears, javelins, axes, or bows and arrows, so that, numbering as they
did, about a thousand men, they composed a formidable host.


While these rowed away over the fiord to the Springs to make
war or
peace—as the case might be—with King Harald, a
disappointed spirit was
left behind in Horlingdal.


“I’m sure I cannot see why I should not be
allowed to go too,” said
little Alric, on returning to Haldorstede, after seeing the fleet set
forth. “Of course I cannot fight so well as Erling yet,
but I can do something
in that way; and can even face up to a full-grown man when occasion
serves, as that red-haired Dane knows full well, methinks, if he has
got any power of feeling in his neck!”


This was said to Herfrida, who was in the great hall spreading
the
board for the midday meal, and surrounded by her maidens, some of whom
were engaged in spinning or carding wool, while others wove and sewed,
or busied themselves about household matters.


“Have patience, my son,” said Herfrida.
“Thou art not yet strong
enough to go forth to battle. Doubtless, in three or four
years—”


“Three or four years!” exclaimed Alric, to
whom such a space of time
appeared an age. “Why, there will be no more fighting left to
be done
at the end of three or four years. Does not father say that if the King
succeeds in his illegal plans all the independence of the small kings
will be gone for ever, and—and—of course I am old
enough to see that if
the small kings are not allowed to do as they please, there will be no
more occasion for war—nothing but a dull time of constant
peace!”


Herfrida laughed lightly, while her warlike son strutted up
and down
the ancestral hall like a bantam cock, frowning and grunting
indignantly, as he brooded over the dark prospects of peace that
threatened his native land, and thought of his own incapacity, on
account of youth, to make glorious hay while yet the sun of war was
shining.


“Mother,” he said, stopping suddenly, and
crossing his arms, as he
stood with his feet planted pretty wide apart, after the fashion of
those who desire to be thought very resolute—
“mother, I had a dream
last night.”


“Tell it me, my son,” said Herfrida,
sitting down on a low stool beside the lad.


Now, it must be known that in those days the Northmen believed
in
dreams and omens and warnings—indeed, they were altogether a
very
superstitious people, having perfect faith in giants, good and bad;
elves, dark and bright; wraiths, and fetches, and guardian
spirits—insomuch that there was scarcely one among the
grown-up people
who had not seen some of these fabulous creatures, or who had not seen
some other people who had either seen them themselves or had seen
individuals who said they had seen them! There were
also many
“clear-sighted” or
“fore-sighted” old men and women, who not only saw
goblins and supernatural appearances occasionally, and, as it were,
accidentally, like ordinary folk, but who also had the
gift—so it is
said—of seeing such things when they
pleased—enjoyed, as it were, an
unenviable privilege in that way. It was therefore with unusual
interest that Herfrida asked about her son’s dream.


“It must have been mara (nightmare), I
think,” he said, “for though
I never had it before, it seemed to me very like what Guttorm
Stoutheart says he always has after eating too hearty a meal.”


“Relate it, my son.”


“Well, you must know,” said Alric, with
much gravity and importance,
for he observed that the girls about the room were working softly that
they might hear him, “I dreamed that I was out on the fells,
and there
I met a dreadful wolf, as big as a horse, with two heads and three
tails, or three heads and two tails, I mind not which, but it gave me
little time to notice it, for, before I was aware, it dashed at me, and
I turned to run, but my feet seemed to cleave to the earth, and my legs
felt heavy as lead, so that I could scarce drag myself along, yet,
strange to say, the wolf did not overtake me, although I heard it
coming nearer and nearer every moment, and I tried to shout, but my
voice would not come out.”


“What hadst thou to supper last night?”
asked Herfrida.


“Let me think,” replied the boy
meditatively; “I had four cuts of
salmon, three rolls of bread and butter, half a wild-duck, two small
bits of salt-fish, some eggs, a little milk, and a horn of
ale.”


“It must have been mara,” said she,
thoughtfully; “but go on with thy dream.”


“Well, just as I came to the brink of the river, I
looked back and
saw the wolf close at my heels, so I dropped suddenly, and the wolf
tumbled right over me into the water, but next moment it came up in the
shape of another monster with a fish’s tail, which made
straight at me.
Then it all at once came into my head that my guardian spirit was
behind me, and I turned quickly round but did not see it.”


“Art thou quite sure of that, my son?”


Herfrida asked this in a tone of great anxiety, for to see
one’s own
guardian spirit was thought unlucky, and a sign that the person seeing
it was “fey”, or death-doomed.


“I’m quite sure that I did not,”
replied Alric, to the manifest
relief of his mother; “but I saw a long pole on the ground,
which I
seized, and attacked the beast therewith, and a most notable fight we
had. I only wish that it had been true, and that thou hadst been there
to see it. Mara fled away at once, for I felt no more fear, but laid
about me in a way that minded me of Erling. Indeed, I don’t
think he
could have done it better himself. Oh! how I do wish, sometimes, that
my dreams would come true! However, I killed the monster at last, and
hurled him into the river, after which I felt tossed about in a strange
way, and then my senses left me, and then I awoke.”


“What thinkest thou of the dream?” said
Herfrida to a wrinkled old crone who sat on a low stool beside the fire.


The witch-like old creature roused herself a little and said:


“Good luck is in store for the boy.”


“Thanks for that, granny,” said Alric;
“canst say what sort o’ good luck it is?”


“No; my knowledge goes no further. It may be good
luck in great
things, it may be only in small matters; perhaps soon, perhaps a long
time hence: I know not.”


Having ventured this very safe and indefinite prophecy, the
old
woman let her chin drop on her bosom, and recommenced the rocking to
and fro which had been interrupted by the question; while Alric
laughed, and, taking up a three-pronged spear, said that as he had been
disappointed in going to see the fun at the Springs, he would console
himself by going and sticking salmon at the foss (waterfall).


“Wilt thou not wait for midday meal?” said
Herfrida.


“No, mother; this roll will suffice till
night.”


“And then thou wilt come home ravening, and have
mara again.”


“Be it so. I’d run the risk of that for
the sake of the chance of another glorious battle such as I had last
night!”


Saying this the reckless youth sallied forth with the spear or
leister on his shoulder, and took the narrow bridle path leading up the
glen.


It was one of those calm bright days of early autumn in which
men feel
that they draw in fresh life and vigour at each inhalation. With the
fragrant odours that arose from innumerable wild flowers, including
that sweetest of plants, the lily of the valley, was mingled the
pleasant smell of the pines, which clothed the knolls, or hung here and
there like eyebrows on the cliffs. The river was swollen considerably
by recent heat, which had caused the great glaciers on the mountain
tops to melt more rapidly than usual, and its rushing sound was mingled
with the deeper roar of the foss, or waterfall, which leaped over a
cliff thirty feet high about two miles up the valley. Hundreds of rills
of all sizes fell and zigzagged down the mountains on either side, some
of them appearing like threads of silver on the precipices, and all,
river and rills, being as cold as the perpetual ice-fields above which
gave them birth. Birds twittered in the bushes, adding sweetness to the
wild music, and bright greens and purples, lit up by gleams of
sunshine, threw a charm of softness over the somewhat rugged scene.


The Norse boy’s nature was sensitive, and peculiarly
susceptible of
outward influences. As he walked briskly along, casting his eager gaze
now at the river which foamed below him, and anon at the distant
mountain ridges capped with perennial snows, he forgot his late
disappointment, or, which is the same thing, drowned it in present
enjoyment. Giving vent to his delight, much as boys did a thousand
years later, by violent whistling or in uproarious bursts of song, he
descended to the river’s edge, with the intention of darting
his salmon
spear, when his eye caught sight of a woman’s skirt
fluttering on one
of the cliffs above. He knew that Hilda and Ada had gone up the valley
together on a visit to a kinswoman, for Herfrida had spoken of
expecting them back to midday meal; guessing, therefore, that it must
be them, he drew back out of sight, and clambered hastily up the bank,
intending to give them a surprise. He hid himself in the bushes at a
jutting point which they had to pass, and from which there was a
magnificent view of the valley, the fiord, and the distant sea.


He heard the voices of the two girls in animated conversation
as
they drew near, and distinguished the name of Glumm more than once,
but, not being a gossip by nature, he thought nothing of this, and was
intent only on pouncing out on them when they should reach a certain
stone in the path. Truth constrains us to admit that our young friend,
like many young folk of the present day, was a practical
joker—yet it
must also be said that he was not a very bad one, and, to his honour be
it recorded, he never practised jokes on old people!


It chanced, however, that the two friends stopped short just
before
reaching the stone, so that Alric had to exercise patience while the
girls contemplated the view—at least while Hilda did so, for
on Ada’s
face there was a frown, and her eyes were cast on the ground.


“How lovely Horlingdal looks on such a
day!” observed Hilda.


“I have no eyes for beautiful things
to-night,” said Ada pettishly;
“I cannot get over it—such cool, thankless
indifference when I took the
trouble to dress his—his—stupid head, and then, not
satisfied with
telling the whole story over to thee, who cares no more for it than if
it were the slaying of half a dozen sheep, he must needs go and pay
frequent visits to Ingeborg and to Halgerda of the
Foss—and—and— But I
know it is all out of spite, and that he does not care a bodkin for
either of them, yet I cannot bear it, and I won’t
bear it, so
he had better look to himself. And yet I would not for the best mantle
in the dale that he knew I had two thoughts about the matter.”


“But why play fast and loose with him?”
said Hilda, with a laugh at her companion’s vehemence.


“Because I like it and I choose to do so.”


“But perchance he does not like it, and does not
choose to be treated so.”


“I care not for that.”


“Truly thy looks and tone belie thee,”
said Hilda, smiling. “But in
all seriousness, Ada, let me advise thee again to be more considerate
with Glumm, for I sometimes think that the men who are most worth
having are the most easily turned aside.”


“Hast thou found it so with Erling?”
demanded Ada half-angrily.


Hilda blushed scarlet at this and said:


“I never thought of Erling in this light; at least I
never—he never—that is—”


Fortunately at this point Alric, in his retreat among the
bushes,
also blushed scarlet, for it only then flashed upon him that he had
been acting the mean part of an eavesdropper, and had been listening to
converse which he should not have heard. Instead, therefore, of
carrying out his original intention, he scrambled into the path with as
much noise as possible, and coughed, as he came awkwardly forward.


“Why, the wicked boy has been listening,”
cried Ada, laying her hand upon the lad’s shoulder, and
looking sternly into his face.


“I have,” said Alric bluntly.


“And art thou not ashamed?”


“I am,” he replied, with a degree of
candour in his
self-condemnation which caused Ada and Hilda to burst into a hearty fit
of laughter.


“But,” said Ada, becoming grave again,
“thou hast heard too much for thy good.”


“I know it,” he replied, “and
I’m sorry, Ada, but cannot help it
now. This will I say, however: I had no wish or intention to hear when
I hid myself. My desire was only to startle thee and Hilda, and before
I thought what thou wert talking of the thing was out, and now I have
got it I cannot unget it.”


“True, but thou canst keep it,” said Ada.


“I can, and ye may rest assured no word or look of
mine shall betray
thee. I’ll even try to conceal it from myself, and think it
was a
dream, unless, indeed, I see a good chance of helping thee in this
affair!”


Alric laughed as he said this, and the girls joined him, after
which they all went on towards Haldorstede together.


On reaching the place where Alric had intended to fish, Ada
suggested that he should go and try his fortune, so he ran down to the
river, and the girls followed him to the bank.


The spot selected was a rapid which terminated in a small and
comparatively quiet but deep pool. We say comparatively, because in the
state of the river at that time even in the quietest places there was
considerable commotion. Just below the pool the river opened out into a
broad shallow, over which it passed in noisy foam, but with little
depth, except in the centre. Below this, again, it narrowed, and formed
another deep pool.


Alric ran into the water till he was about knee-deep, and then
plunged his spear. Nothing resulted from the first plunge, but the
effect of the second was more tremendous than had ever before happened
to the young sportsman, for the pole of the trident received a twist so
violent that it would infallibly have been torn from the
boy’s grasp
had he not held on with the tenacity of a vice, and allowed himself to
be dragged bodily into the pool. As we have said, the pool was deep,
but that was nothing to Alric, who could swim like a duck. The Norse
maidens who watched him knew this, and although slightly alarmed, felt
on the whole more inclined to laugh than to tremble as his head emerged
and sank again several times, while the fish which he had struck
dragged him about the pool. After a few seconds of violent and wild
exertion it rushed down the pool into the rapid, and then it was that
the girls perceived that Alric had struck and was clinging to one of
the largest-sized salmon that ever appeared in Horlingdal river.


Fortunate it was for the boy that the fish took the rapid, for
it
had almost choked him in the deep pool; but now he scrambled on his
feet, and began to do battle gallantly—endeavouring to thrust
the fish
downwards and pin it to the stones whenever it passed over a shallow
part, on which occasions its back and silver sides became visible, and
its great tail—wide spreading, like a modern lady’s
fan—flashed in the
air as it beat the water in terror or fury. Alric’s spirit
was ablaze
with excitement, for the fish was too strong for him, so that every
time it wriggled itself he was made to shake and stagger in a most
ridiculously helpless manner, and when it tried to bolt he was pulled
flat down on his face and had to follow it—sometimes on his
knees,
sometimes at full length, for, over and over again, when he was about
to rise, or had half-risen, there was another pull, and down he went
again, quite flat, while the roaring torrent went right over him.


But no limpet ever stuck to rock with greater tenacity than
did
Alric to the handle of that trident; and it is but just to add, for the
information of those who know it not, that the difficulty of retaining
one’s foothold on the pebbly bed of a river when knee-deep in
a foaming
rapid is very great indeed, even when one has nothing more to do than
attend to the balancing of one’s own body—much
greater, of course, in
circumstances such as we describe.


At last the salmon made a rush, and was swept over a shallow
part of
the rapid, close under the bank on which the girls stood. Here Alric
succeeded in thrusting it against a large stone. For the first time he
managed to stand up erect, and, although holding the fish with all his
might, looked up, and breathed, or rather gasped, freely:


“Hoch! hah! what a fish!
sk–ho!”


“Oh, I wish we could help thee!” exclaimed
the girls, with flashing
eyes and outstretched hands, as if they could hardly restrain
themselves from leaping into the water, which was indeed the case!


“N–no! ye can’t! ’s
not poss’ble—hah! my! oh there ’e goes
again—s–t–swash!”


Down he went, flat, as he spoke, and water stopped his
utterance,
while the fish wriggled into the centre of the channel, and carried him
into the deep pool below!


Here the scene was not quite so exciting, because the battle
was not
so fierce. The salmon had it all his own way in the deep water, and
dragged his attached friend hither and thither as he pleased. On the
other hand, Alric ceased to contend, and merely held on with his right
hand, while with his left he kept his head above water. The pool
circled about in large oily wavelets flecked with foam, so that there
was a great contrast in all this to the tremendous turmoil of the
raging rapid. But the comparative calm did not last long. The huge fish
made a frantic, and apparently a last, effort to get free. It rushed
down to the foot of the pool, and passed over the edge into the next
rapid.


The girls shrieked when they saw this, for, unlike the former,
this
one was a deep rush of the river, between narrower banks, where its
course was obstructed by large rocks. Against these the stream beat
furiously. Alric knew the spot well, and was aware of the extreme
danger of his position. He therefore made a violent effort to drag the
fish towards a point where there was a slight break or eddy among a
number of boulders, intending to let him go, if necessary, rather than
lose his life. He succeeded, however, in getting upon one of the rocks
quite close to the bank, and then endeavoured to lift the fish out of
the water. In this also he was successful; made a splendid heave, and
flung it with all his force towards the bank, on which it alighted,
trident and all, at the feet of Hilda. But in letting go his hold of
the handle Alric lost his balance, flung his arms above his head in a
vain endeavour to recover himself, and, with a loud shout, fell back
into the roaring torrent and was swept away.


A few moments sufficed to carry him into the pool below, to
the edge
of which the girls rushed, and found that he was floating round and
round in a state of insensibility, every moment passing near to the
vortex of the rapid that flowed out of it. Hilda at once rushed in
waist-deep and caught him by the collar. She would have been swept away
along with him, but Ada also sprang forward and grasped Hilda by the
mantle. She could not, however, drag her back; neither could Hilda in
any way help herself. Thus they stood for a few moments swaying to and
fro in the current, and, doubtless, one or more of them would have soon
been carried down had not efficient aid been at hand.


High up on the cliff over the scene where this incident
occurred,
Christian the hermit was seated on a log before his door. He sat gazing
dreamily out upon the landscape when Alric began to fish, but, seeing
the danger to which the lad exposed himself, after he had speared the
fish, and fearing that there might be need of his aid, he quickly
descended to the scene of action. He did not arrive a moment too soon,
for the whole event occurred very rapidly. Running to the rescue he
caught Ada round the waist with both hands, and drew her gently back;
she was soon out of danger, after which there was no great difficulty
in dragging the others safely to land.


At once the hermit stripped off the boy’s coat,
loosened the
kerchief that was round his throat, and sought, by every means in his
power, to restore him to consciousness. His efforts were successful.
The boy soon began to breathe, and in a short time stood up, swaying
himself to and fro, and blinking.


The first thing he said was:


“Where is the salmon?”


“The salmon? Oh, I forgot all about it,”
said Ada.


“Never mind it, dear Alric,” said Hilda.


“Never mind it?” he cried, starting into
sudden animation; “what! have ye left it behind?”


Saying this he burst away from his friends, and ran up the
bank of
the river until he came to where the fish was lying, still impaled on
the barbed prongs of the trident. The run so far restored him that he
had sufficient strength to shoulder the fish, although it afterwards
turned out to be a salmon of thirty-five pounds weight, and he quickly
rejoined his friends, who returned with him to Haldorstede, where, you
may be quite sure, he gave a graphic account of the adventure to
willing and admiring ears.


“So, granny,” he said, at the conclusion
of the narrative, to the
old crone who was still seated by the fire, “thy prophecy has
come true
sooner than ye expected, and it has come doubly true, for though the
good luck in store for me was a matter of small general importance, no
one can deny that it is a great fish!”











Chapter Fifteen.


Treats of Ancient Diplomacy among the Norsemen, and shows how
our Hero turns the Tables on a would-be Assassin.


When King Harald heard the news of the defeat of Hake and the
slaughter of his men by Erling and Glumm, great was his wrath at first,
and Jarl Rongvold had much ado to appease him and prevent him from
going at once to Horlingdal to ravage it with fire and sword. But when
he had cooled a little, and heard the details of the fight from Hake
himself, his anger against the young warriors changed into admiration
of their dauntless courage.


Harald Fairhair was a kingly man in spirit as well as in
appearance,
and was above encouraging a mean or vengeful mood. He was indeed fierce
and violent in his rage, and often did things which, when read of in
the calm of a comparatively peaceful time, make one shudder; but it
must not be forgotten that the age in which he lived was a cruel and
bloody one, and, in Norway, without one touch of the gentle religion of
Christ to soften its asperities. He could never have retained his power
and rule over the stern warriors of his day had he not possessed much
of their own callous indifference to the horrors and cruelties of war.


“Thou hadst tougher work than thou countedst on, it
would seem,” he
said to Hake; then, turning to Jarl Rongvold, with a laugh,
“Methinks I
would fain have this Erling the Bold and his friend Glumm the Gruff
among my men-at-arms.”


“I fear, sire, that they will not be easily induced
to enter thy service, for they are both Sea-kings, and independent
spirits.”


“Such men have submitted to us before
now,” said the King, with a peculiar glance.


“Most true,” returned the jarl, flushing;
“but all men have not the same belief in your
wisdom.”


“That may be, yet methinks I could tame this
Sea-king—this Erling.
Perchance costly gifts might win him, or it may be that rough blows
would suit him better. What thinkest thou, Hake? thou hast had some
experience in that way.”


“If you mean, sire, that you have a mind to receive
rough blows at
his hand, I will guarantee him both able and willing to gratify you. I
know not the weight of Thor’s hammer, but I am bound to say
that it
occurred to my mind when Erling’s axe came down on my steel
headpiece,
and set a host of stars dancing in my brain.”


“I believe thee,” said the King, smiling
grimly, “and thy visage speaks for itself.”


This was indeed the case. The berserk’s countenance
was very pale.
He still suffered from the crashing blow with which he had been felled,
and his heart rankled under his defeat, for he was not aware that the
blow, heavy though it was, had been delivered in mercy, or that if his
enemy had not turned aside the edge of his axe it would have cleft him
to the chin. Perchance, if he had known this it
would not have improved the state of his feelings; for Hake possessed
no nobility of spirit.


“It may be,” continued Harald,
“that thou shalt have another
opportunity of measuring swords with this Sea-king. Meanwhile, Jarl
Rongvold, go thou with Rolf, and bring round the Dragon and the other
longships to the fiord, for I mistrust the men of this district, and
will fare to the Springs by sea.”


In accordance with these instructions the jarl brought the
King’s
fleet round without delay. On the following morning they embarked, and
set sail for the appointed place of meeting.


Here the fleet under Haldor and Ulf had already cast anchor.
The
ships lay close to the rocks, near the mouth of the river into which
Erling had thrust his cutter just before the battle with the Danes; and
a fine sight it was to behold these, with their painted shields and
gilded masts and figure-heads, lying in the still water, crowded with
armed warriors, while Harald’s longship, the Dragon, and all
his other
vessels, came by twos and threes into the fiord, the oars tossing foam
on the blue waters, and the gaily coloured sails swelling out before a
gentle breeze.


The King laid his ship alongside of a point of rocks on the
south
side of the bay. Then, when all the fleet had assembled, both parties
landed, and the Thing was summoned by sound of horn. It was held on the
level ground where the recent battle had been fought. There were still
strewn about many evidences of the ferocity of that fight; and when the
King looked upon the host of stout and well-armed men who had
assembled, not only from Horlingdal, but from the whole of the
surrounding district, he felt that, however much he might wish to force
obedience on his subjects, “discretion” was at that
time “the better
part of valour.”


When the Thing was assembled the King stood up to speak, and
there
was probably not a man upon the ground who did not in his heart
acknowledge that the tall, stout warrior, with the thick mass of golden
locks, and the large masculine features, was, as far as physique went,
a worthy wearer of the crown of Norway. It may be added that physique
went a very long way indeed in those days; yet it is due to the
Northmen to say that, at the same time, intellect was held in higher
repute among them than among any of the feudally governed nations of
Europe. One evidence of this was, that at the Things the best speaker,
no matter what his rank, had a better chance of swaying the people than
the King himself; while, in other countries, might to a large extent
was right, and no one dared to open his mouth against him who chanced
to be in power.


But King Harald Haarfager’s power lay not merely in
his personal
appearance and indomitable will. He was also a good speaker, and, like
all good speakers in a wrong cause, was an able sophist. But he had men
to deal with who were accustomed to think and reason closely, as must
ever be more or less the case with a self-governed people. There were
acute men there, men who had the laws of the land “by
heart”, in the
most literal sense of those words,—for there were no books to
consult
and no precedents to cite in those days; and his hearers weighed with
jealous care each word he said.


The King began by complimenting the men of the district for
their
spirit, and their resolution to defend the laws of the realm; and he
enlarged a little on these laws and on the wisdom of his own father,
Halfdan the Black, and the men of his time, who had made and modified
many of them. Then he went on to say that with time the circumstances
of nations altered, and that, with these alterations, there arose a
necessity for the alteration and modification of old laws as well as
for the making of new ones. He deprecated the idea that he wished, as
had been said of him, to trample the laws under his feet, and rule the
country according to his own will and pleasure. Nothing was further
from his intention or his desire. His wish was to amend the laws,
especially those of them that touched on the relative position of King
and people.


Up to this point the people heard him with respectful
attention, and
hundreds of those who were more addicted to fighting than to reasoning,
especially among the younger men, began to think that after all, Harald
entertained exceedingly just opinions, and appeared to possess a spirit
of candour and fair play which did not seem to justify the outcry that
had been raised against him. Even these, however, remembered that it
was not very long since a small king of one of the northern glens had
been summoned by Harold to submit to his views of government, and, on
his declining to do so, had been burnt, with all his family and
followers, in his own house, contrary to law! They therefore knitted
their brows and waited to hear more.


The King then began to explain his ideas with regard to the
royal
authority over the chief men of the districts, some of which are
already known to the reader. At this point the assembly listened with
deep, earnest attention. Some of the men sat with hands clasped on
their knees, and with stern downcast brows. Some gazed up at the clouds
with the peculiar expression of men who listen and weigh arguments.
Others leaned on their swords or shields, and, with compressed lips and
suspicious gaze, looked the King full in the face, while a few regarded
him with a sneer; but the expression on the faces of the greater part
denoted manliness of feeling and honesty of purpose.


After Harald had stated his views, and assured them that his
great
aim was to consolidate the kingdom and to prevent the evils that flowed
from the almost unlimited independence of the petty kings, he asked the
assembly to aid him in carrying out his wishes, and to set an example
of fidelity and obedience, which would restrain others from showing
that unseemly opposition to him which had only resulted in severe and
merited punishment.


He then sat down amid a murmur of mingled applause and
disapprobation.


After a few minutes of animated converse among themselves,
there
arose an old man with a bald head, a flowing beard, and sightless eyes.
He was the “lagman” or district judge, and
law-expounder of Horlingdal.
Deep silence ensued, and he said, in a decided though somewhat
tremulous tone—


“King Harald, I am a very old man now, and can
remember the time
when your noble sire, Halfdan the Black, ruled in Norway. I have fought
by his side, and lost my eyes in his service—in a fight in
which our
opponents gave us the tooth-ache. (Norse expression signifying
‘the
worst of it.’) I have also heard him speak those words of
wisdom to
which you have referred, and have seen him bow to the laws which were
made not by himself, but by him in conjunction with
the Thing legally assembled for the purpose.”


There was a loud murmur of applause at this point.


“And now that we have heard the King’s
opinions,” continued the old
man, turning to the people, “and know that his intentions are
good,
although the manner in which he has set about carrying them into effect
is undoubtedly wrong, my counsel is that we nevertheless submit to him
in this matter, for we know that a great number of the small kings have
already submitted, and it were better to have a beneficial
change—even
when not carried out exactly according to law—than to plunge
this
country into prolonged and useless warfare, in which much blood will
assuredly be spilt, and nothing of any value gained.”


The lagman sat down, but only a few of those present indicated
their approval of his sentiments.


Immediately Haldor the Fierce stood up, and men could see that
his
spirit was stirred within him, for a dark frown lowered on a brow which
was at most times fair and unruffled like the summer sky. There was
deep silence in the assembly before he began to speak, and the King,
despite the suppressed anger which rankled in his breast, could not
choose but look upon his commanding figure with respect, also with
surprise, for he recognised the strong resemblance between him and
Erling, though he knew not their relationship.


“I agree not,” said Haldor,
“with what has just been said by our respected lagman. A
change, even for the better, ought never
to be accepted if not made according to law, No one can say that any
change will certainly be for the better until it is tried; and should
this one, perchance, turn out for the worse, then shall we have neither
advantage nor law on our side. For my part I had rather see my country
plunged into warfare—which no one, unless he is gifted with
the
foreknowledge of the gods, can say will be either prolonged or
useless—than see her laws trampled under foot; for well do I
know that,
if the King be permitted to make himself an outlaw, blood will be kept
boiling perpetually from one end of the land to the other, and it were
better, methinks, that that blood should spill than boil. My counsel
is, that the King be advised to call a Thing in the regular way, so
that the changes he would make shall be fully considered, and either be
made law or rejected; for, if he attempts to enforce his plans on us as
he has done on other small kings, we will assuredly resist him as long
as there is a man left in the district to wield a battle-axe.”


There was a great shout and clash of arms when this was said,
and
the King’s face became crimson with rage, for he saw clearly
that the
feeling of the majority was against him.


At this point Jarl Rongvold stood up and spoke in the bland
tones of a man who wishes to throw oil on troubled waters.


He said that it was his earnest entreaty to the bonders and
house-holding men, both great and small, then and there assembled, that
they should calmly consider the proposals of the King, and not allow
themselves to be carried away by unsound reasoning, although it might
seem very plausible, for he was certain that the King’s
desire was the
good of the country; and although circumstances had rendered it
necessary that some of the rebellious should be punished, no one could
say that the King was not willing and ready to do all that he did in a
fair, open, and straightforward manner.


At this Erling was unable to restrain himself. He sprang up,
and,
with a passionate flow of words that burst forth like a mountain
torrent, exclaimed—


“Thinkest thou, Jarl Rongvold, that our brains are
so addled that we
cannot distinguish between black and white? Is thy memory so short, is
thy slavery to the King so complete, that thou must say evil is good
and good evil? Hast thou and has the King so soon forgotten that two
strangers came to the court with a message from one of the legal
assemblies of this land,—that, trusting to the honour of the
King, they
came without following, and with only such arms as were needful for
personal defence,—and that the honour to which they trusted
was not
proof against the temptation to send a noted berserk and nineteen men
to waylay and slay them? Is all this clean gone from your memory, Jarl
and King? or is your wit so small that ye should think we will believe
in soft words about fair play when such foul deeds are so recent that
the graves are yet wet with the blood of those whom Glumm and I were
compelled to slay in self-defence?”


At this the King started up, and his face became white and red
by turns, as he said—


“Ye shall, both of you, rue this day, Erling and
Glumm!”


Erling made no reply, but Glumm started up and was in so great
a
passion that he could hardly speak; nevertheless he made shift to
splutter out—


“Threats, King Harald, are like water spilt on a
shield which can only rust if left there; I wipe them off and fling
them away!”


He could add no more, but with a contemptuous motion of the
hand he
struck his fist violently against his shirt of mail, and the bonders
laughed while they applauded him.


Then stood up a man in the troop of the Springdal men, who was
of
great stature and grim countenance, clad in a leather cloak, with an
axe on his shoulder and a great steel hat upon his head. He looked
sternly, and said—


“When rights are not respected then the crows flap
their wings and
caw, for they know that ere long they shall glut themselves with human
blood.”


He sat down, and immediately after Ulf of Romsdal stood up.
Ulf had
fully as much fire as Erling or Glumm, but he possessed greater power
of self-restraint, and, as he spoke with deliberation, his words had
all the more weight. He said—


“King Harald, when in the exercise of our udal
rights we bonders
elected thee to be our King at the Thing held in Drontheim, we stated
and traced thy descent from Odin through the Vingling dynasty, proved
thy udal right to the crown, and truly thought that we had placed it on
the head of one who would walk in the footsteps of his father, and
respect that authority and power in virtue of which he held his own
high position. But we now find that thou hast constituted thyself a law
higher than the law which made thee what thou art, and thou now wouldst
have us, of our own free will, bend our necks so low that thou mayest
with the more ease set thy foot on them and keep us down. We have
served thee in all good faith up to the present time; we have readily
met thy demands for men, ships, arms, and money, by calling together
our assemblies and voting these supplies; and now thou wouldst rob us
of this our old right, and tax us without our consent, so that thou
mayest raise men for thyself, and have it all thine own way. This must
not, shall not, be. Even now, we bonders will unanimously hold by the
law if it be passed in the proper assembly and receives our yea, and we
will follow thee and serve thee as our King as long as there is a
living man amongst us. But thou, King, must use moderation towards us,
and only require of us such things as it is lawful or possible for us
to obey thee in. If, however, thou wilt take up this matter with a high
hand, and wilt try thy power and strength against us, we have resolved
among ourselves to part with thee, and to take to ourselves some other
chief who will respect those laws by which alone society can be held
together. Now, King Harald, thou must choose one or other of these
conditions before the Thing is ended.”


The loud applause which followed this speech showed that the
bonders
heartily sympathised with it, and indeed several of them rose and said
that it expressed their will exactly, and they would stand or fall by
what had been spoken.


When silence had been restored, Jarl Rongvold, who had
whispered in the King’s ear some earnest words, stood forth
and said:


“It is King Harald’s will to give way to
you in this matter for he does not wish to separate himself from your
friendship.”


This brought the Thing to a close. Thereafter the two parties
returned to their ships, intending to feast and pass the night in them.


The King was very affable, and invited Haldor and some of the
others
whose language had been comparatively moderate to feast with him, but
they declined the honour, and retired to their own ships.


In the evening, while the sounds of revelry were heard
everywhere, a
boat approached Erling’s ship. It was rowed by a single man,
who, when
it touched her side, leaped on board and went aft to where Erling was
seated with Guttorm Stoutheart.


“King Harald would speak with thee,” said
the man, who was no other than Hake the berserk.


“Methinks his intentions can scarce be
friendly,” said Erling, with a grim smile, “when he
sends so trusty a messenger.”


“It may be so,” replied Hake coolly,
“but that is nothing to me. My
business is to deliver the message and offer to conduct thee to
him.”


“And pray, what surety have I that thou wilt not
upset me in the fiord?” asked Erling, laughing.


“The surety that if I upset thee we shall be on
equal terms in the water,” replied Hake gruffly.


“Nay, that depends on which of us can swim
best,” returned Erling;
“and, truly, if thou canst fight as well in the water as on
the land,
we should have a rare struggle, Hake.”


“Am I to say to the King that thou art afraid of
him?” asked the berserk, with a look of scorn.


“Yea, truly, if it is thy desire to tell him a
lie,” retorted Erling. “But get thee into the boat,
fellow; I will follow anon.”


Hake turned on his heel and returned to the boat, while Erling
took Guttorm aside.


“Now, art thou fey?” (death-doomed) said
Guttorm. “What has made
thee so tired of life that thou shouldest put thy neck under his heel
thus readily?”


“Fear not, my friend,” said Erling;
“now that I have seen King
Harald a second time, I think him a better man than at first I did.
Ambition will no doubt lead him to do many things that are contrary to
his nature; but I do not think he will violate the laws of hospitality
after what has passed. However, I may be wrong; so I would ask thee,
Guttorm, to go aboard of your ship, which lies nearest to that of the
King, and, should ye see anything like a struggle, or hear a shout do
thou haste to the rescue. I will have my men also in
readiness.”


While the stout-hearted old Sea-king, in compliance with this
request, got into a small boat and rowed to his own vessel, Erling gave
particular directions to his chief house-carle to keep a sharp lookout
and be ready to act at a moment’s notice. Then he went into
Hake’s
boat, and was rowed alongside the Dragon, where the King received him
with much condescension, and took him aft to the cabin under the high
poop. Here he offered him a horn of ale, which, however, Erling
declined, and then began to use his utmost powers of persuasion to
induce him to enter his service. At first he tried to influence him by
flattery, and commended him for his bold and straightforward conduct at
the Thing, which, he said, showed to all men that he merited well his
distinctive title; but, on finding that our hero was not to be won by
flattery, he quickly and adroitly changed his ground, began to talk of
the future prospects of Norway, and the necessity for improved
legislation. In this he was so successful that he secured the interest,
and to some extent the sympathy, of the young warrior, who entered
eagerly and somewhat more respectfully into the discussion.


“But, sire,” he said, at the close of one
of the King’s remarks, “if
these are your sentiments, why did you not state them more fully to-day
at the Thing, and why should you not even now call a meeting of the
Stor Thing, and have the matter properly discussed by all in the land
who have a right to speak?”


“Hadst thou had any experience of kingcraft, Erling,
thou hadst not
asked the question. If I were now to do as thou dost suggest, the
numerous small kings who have already been put down by force would band
against me, and bring such a following of opponents to the Thing that
fair discussion would be out of the question.”


Erling thought in his own mind, “One false step
always necessitates
another; you should have called a meeting of the Thing before putting
down anyone;” however, he did not give utterance to the
thought, but
said—


“I think you are mistaken, sire; there may be many
who, out of
revenge, might oppose you, but certain am I that those who would vote
for that which is for the wellbeing of the land would form a vast
majority. Besides, it is the only course left open to you.”


At this the King flushed with a feeling of anger, and, drawing
himself up, touched the hilt of his sword without uttering a word.


“When I said the only course,” remarked
Erling, “I meant the only
lawful course. Sorry should I be to see you, King Harald, draw the
sword in a bad cause; but if you do, be assured that thousands of good
blades will gleam in opposition.”


At this the King’s eyes flashed, and, turning
suddenly upon Erling,
he shook back the masses of his yellow hair with lion-like ferocity,
exclaiming—


“Dost thou dare to speak thus to me in mine own
ship, Erling?”


“It is because I am in your ship that I dare. Were I
in my own, the laws of hospitality had shut my mouth.”


“Knowest thou not,” said the King, waxing
still more angry at the
rebuke conveyed in this speech, and laying his hand on his sword,
“that
I have power to shut thy mouth now and for ever?”


“It may be so, and it may be not so,”
replied Erling, stepping back, and laying his hand on the hilt of his
own weapon.


At this the King laughed sarcastically. “And
if,” said he, “thou
hadst the power and skill to overcome my feeble arm, hast thou the
folly to think that ye could clear the Dragon of all her men?”


Erling replied: “The remembrance, King Harald, of
the way in which I
treated some of thy men in the woods not long ago, inclines me to
believe that I could give them some trouble to slay me, and the thought
of that transaction induced me, before I came hither, to make such
arrangements that at all events my fall should not go
unavenged.”


For a moment or two the King’s countenance lowered
ferociously on
the youth, and he ground his teeth together as if unable to restrain
his passion; but suddenly he uttered a short laugh, and said—


“Truly thou shouldst have been styled prudent as
well as bold. But
go, I will take counsel with others, and perhaps thou shalt hear again
of this matter.”


Our hero retired immediately, but he observed in passing that
Hake
was summoned to attend the King, and that another man stepped into the
boat to row him to his own ship.


“Is all well?” growled the rich voice of
old Guttorm as he passed the vessel of that worthy.


Erling told the rower to stop, and, glancing up, beheld the
stern
yet good-humoured visage of his bluff friend looking over the rows of
bright shields that hung on the bulwarks.


“All is well,” replied Erling.


“It is well for the King that it is so,”
rejoined Guttorm, “for my
hand was itching to give him a taste of our northern metal. Assuredly,
if a mouse had but squeaked on board the Dragon, I had deemed it
sufficient ground on which to have founded an immediate onslaught. But
get thee to bed, Erling, and let me advise thee to sleep with thy
windward eye open.”


“Trust me,” said Erling, with a laugh, as
he pushed off; “I will not sleep with both eyes shut
to-night!”


Getting on board his own ship, Erling said to his
foot-boy—


“I will not sleep in my bed to-night, for I suspect
there may be
treachery abroad. Thou shalt keep watch, therefore, in case anything
may happen in the night; and if thou shalt see me strive with anyone,
do not alarm the men. Meanwhile go thou and fetch me a billet of wood,
and let it be a large one.”


The boy quickly brought from the hold one of the largest
billets of
wood he could find, and gave it to his master, who laid it in his own
bed, which was under a small tent spread over the aft part of the
vessel, close to the poop. Having covered it up carefully, he sent the
boy forward, and went himself to lie down elsewhere.


At midnight a boat was rowed stealthily alongside. It was
guided by
one man, and moved so silently that the lightest sleeper on board could
not have been awakened by it. The man stepped on board; lifted up the
cloth of the tent over the bulwarks; looked cautiously all round him,
and then went up and struck in Erling’s bed with a great axe,
so that
it stuck fast in the billet of wood. Next instant the man felt his neck
in a grip like that of an iron vice, and his face was thrust upon the
ground and held there, while a heavy knee pressed into the small of his
back, so that he was utterly unable to rise.


Erling’s foot-boy saw the whole of this, and heard
what followed,
for the curtain of the tent was raised; but he moved neither hand nor
foot, though he held a spear ready for instant action if required.


“It ill becomes thee, Hake,” said Erling,
“to seek my life a second
time, after making such poor work of it the first. What! wilt thou not
lie quiet?”


While he was speaking the berserk struggled with the fury of a
madman to free himself, but Erling’s grip (perhaps his own
wisdom
also!) prevented him from shouting, and Erling’s knee
prevented the
struggles from making much noise. Finding, however, that he would not
be quiet, our hero tightened the pressure of his left hand until the
tongue and eyes of the berserk began to protrude, and his face to get
black, while with his right hand he drew his knife, and ran the point
of it about a quarter of an inch into the fleshy part of
Hake’s back.
The effect was instantaneous! Hake could face danger and death bravely,
and could hurl defiance at his foe with the best, when on his legs; but
when he felt the point of the cold steel, and knew that the smallest
impulse would cause it to find a warm bed in his heart, his fury
vanished. Brave and bold though he was, and a berserk to boot, he sank
quietly down, and lay perfectly still!


Erling at once relaxed the pressure of his fingers, and
allowed Hake
to breathe, but he let the point of the knife remain, that it might
refresh his memory, while he read him a lesson:—


“Now, Hake, let me tell thee that thou richly
deservest to lose thy
life, for twice hast thou sought to take mine in an unfair way, and
once have I spared thine. However, thou art but a tool after all, so I
will spare it again—and I do it the more readily that I wish
thee to
convey a message to thy master, King Harald, who, I doubt not, has sent
thee on this foul errand.”


Erling here signalled to his foot-boy, whom he directed to
bind
Hake’s arms securely behind his back. This having been done,
Erling
suffered him to rise and stand before him.


“See now,” he said, taking a silver ring
from his finger, “knowest
thou this ring, Hake? Ah, I see by thy look that thou dost. Well, I
will return it to thee and claim mine own.”


He turned the berserk round, took off the gold ring which he
had
placed on his finger on the day of the fight and put the silver one in
its place.


“By these tokens,” said he,
“thou mayest know who it was that cared
for thee in the wood after the fight, and restored thy consciousness,
instead of cutting off thy head, as he might easily have done. I know
not why I did it, Hake, save that the fancy seized me, for thou art an
undeserving dog. But now we will take thee back to thy master, and as
our message can be conveyed without the use of speech, we will bind up
thy mouth.”


So saying, Erling gagged the berserk (who looked dreadfully
sulky)
with a strip of sailcloth. Then he made him sit down, and tied his legs
together with a piece of rope, after which he lifted him in his arms to
the side of the ship and laid him down.


“Go fetch me a stout carle,” he said to
the foot-boy, who went forward and immediately returned with a
strapping man-at-arms.


The man looked surprised, but asked no questions, as Erling
directed
him in a low tone to assist in lifting the prisoner into the boat as
quietly as possible. Then they placed the lump of wood with the axe
sticking in it beside him. This accomplished, they rowed silently to
the side of the Dragon, where a sentinel demanded what they wanted.


“We bring a prisoner to King Harald,”
answered Erling. “We have him here tied hand and
foot.”


“Who is he?” asked the sentinel; for there
was not so much light as
is usual at midnight of that time of the year, owing to a mist on the
sea.


“Thou shalt see when he is aboard.”


“Hoist him up, then,” said the man, Erling
and his carle raised Hake
over the bulwarks, and let him drop heavily on the deck. Then Erling
seized the lump of wood and hurled it on board with considerable force,
so that, hitting the sentinel on the head, it bounded onwards to the
after part of the ship, and struck against the tent under which Harald
lay. The King sprang out, sword in hand, but Erling had pushed off, and
was already enveloped in the mist. As they rowed away they heard a
great clamour on board the Dragon, but it was quickly hushed by a stern
voice, which Erling knew to be that of the King.


No pursuit was attempted. Erling got back to his own ship,
and, setting a watch, lay down to rest.


In the morning no notice was taken of what had occurred during
the
night. The King evidently pretended that he knew nothing about the
matter. He again met with the chief men of the district, and made them
many promises and many complimentary speeches, but in his heart he
resolved that the day should come when every one of them should either
bow before his will or lose his life. The bonders, on the other hand,
listened with due respect to all the King said, but it need scarcely be
added that their lips did not express all their thoughts; for while the
sanguine and more trustful among them felt some degree of hope and
confidence, there were others who could not think of the future except
with the most gloomy forebodings.


In this mood the two parties separated. The King sailed with
his
warships out among the skerries, intending to proceed north to
Drontheim, while Haldor the Fierce, with his friends and men, went back
to Horlingdal.











Chapter Sixteen.


Relates to such Elementary Matters as the A B C, and touches
on Love-making in the Olden Time.


After the occurrence of the events just narrated, King
Harald’s
attention was diverted from the people of Horlingdal and the
neighbouring districts by the doings of certain small kings, against
whom it became necessary that he should launch his whole force. These
were King Hunthiof, who ruled over the district of Möre, and
his son
Solve Klofe; also King Nokve, who ruled over Romsdal, and was the
brother of Solve’s mother. These men were great warriors.
Hearing that
King Harald was sailing north, they resolved to give him battle.


For this purpose they raised a large force, and went out among
the skerries to intercept him.


We do not intend here to go into the details of the fight that
followed, or its consequences. It is sufficient for the proper
development of our tale to say that they met at an island in North
Möre
named Solskiel, where a pitched battle was fought, and gained by
Harald. The two kings were slain, but Solve Klofe escaped, and
afterwards proved a great thorn in Harald’s side, plundering
in North
Möre, killing many of the King’s men, pillaging some
places, burning
others, and generally making great ravage wherever he went; so that,
what with keeping him and similar turbulent characters in check, and
establishing law and order in the districts of the two kings whom he
had slain, King Harald had his hands fully occupied during the
remainder of that summer, and was glad to go north to spend the winter
peacefully in Drontheim.


The families and neighbours, therefore, of those with whom our
tale
has chiefly to do had rest during that winter. How some of them availed
themselves of this period of repose may be gathered from a few
incidents which we shall now relate.


In the first place, Erling the Bold spent a large proportion
of his
time in learning the alphabet! Now this may sound very strange in the
ears of many people in modern times, but their surprise will be
somewhat abated when we tell them that the art of writing was utterly
unknown (though probably not unheard of) in Norway at the end of the
ninth century, and long after that; so that Erling, although a
gentleman of the period, and a Sea-king to boot, had not up to the time
we write of, learned his A B C!


It is just possible that antiquaries, recalling to mind the
fact
that the art of writing was not introduced among the Norse colonists of
Iceland until the eleventh century, may be somewhat surprised to learn
that our hero acquired the art at all! But the fact is, that there
always have been, in all countries, men who were what is popularly
termed “born before their time”—men who
were in advance,
intellectually, of their age—men who, overleaping the
barriers of
prejudice, managed to see deeper into things in general than their
fellows, and to become more or less famous.


Now our hero, Erling the Bold, was one of those who could see
beyond
his time, and who became almost prophetically wise; that is to say, he
was fond of tracing causes onwards to their probable effects, to the
amusement of the humorous, the amazement of the stupid, and the
horrification of the few who, even in those days of turmoil, trembled
at the idea of “change”! Everything, therefore,
that came under his
observation claimed and obtained his earnest attention, and was treated
with a species of inductive philosophy that would have charmed the
heart of Lord Bacon, had he lived in those times. Of course this new
wonder of committing thoughts to parchment, which the hermit had
revealed to him, was deeply interesting to Erling, who began to study
it forthwith. And we beg leave to tell antiquaries that we have nothing
to do with the fact that no record is left of his studies—no
scrap of
his writing to be found. We are not responsible for the stupidity or
want of sympathy in his generation! Doubtless, in all ages there have
been many such instances of glorious opportunities neglected by the
world—neglected, too, with such contempt, that not even a
record of
their having occurred has been made. Perchance some such opportunities
are before ourselves just now, in regard to our neglect of which the
next generation may possibly have to hold up its hands and turn up its
eyes in amazement! But be this as it may, the fact remains that
although no record is handed down of any knowledge of letters at this
period in Norway, Erling the Bold did nevertheless
become acquainted with them to some extent.


Erling began his alphabet after he had passed the mature age
of
twenty years, and his teacher was the fair Hilda. It will be remembered
that in one of their meetings the hermit had informed Erling of his
having already taught the meaning of the strange characters which
covered his parchments to the Norse maiden, and that she had proved
herself an apt scholar. Erling said nothing at the time, except that he
had a strong desire to become better acquainted with the writing in
question, but he settled it then and there in his heart that Hilda, and
not the hermit, should be his teacher. Accordingly, when the fishings
and fightings of the summer were over, the young warrior laid by his
sword, lines, and trident, and, seating himself at Hilda’s
feet, went
diligently to work.


The schoolroom was the hermit’s hut on the cliff
which overlooked
the fiord. It was selected of necessity, because the old man guarded
his parchments with tender solicitude, and would by no means allow them
to go out of his dwelling, except when carried forth by his own hand.
On the first occasion of the meeting of the young couple for study,
Christian sat down beside them, and was about to expound matters, when
Erling interposed with a laugh.


“No, no, Christian, thou must permit Hilda to teach
me, because she
is an old friend of mine, who all her life has ever been more willing
to learn than to teach. Therefore am I curious to know how she will
change her character.”


“Be it so, my son,” said the hermit, with
a smile, folding his hands
on his knee, and preparing to listen, and if need be to correct.


“Be assured, Erling,” said Hilda,
“that I know very little.”


“Enough for me, no doubt,” returned the
youth.


“For a day or two, perhaps,” said the
too-literal Hilda; “but after that Christian will
have—”


“After that,” interrupted Erling,
“it will be time enough to consider that subject.”


Hilda laughed, and asked if he were ready to begin. To which
Erling
replied that he was, and, sitting down opposite to his teacher, bent
over the parchment, which for greater convenience she had spread out
upon her knee.


“Well,” began Hilda, with a slight feeling
of that pardonable
self-importance which is natural to those who instruct others older
than themselves, “that is the first letter.”


“Which?” asked Erling, gazing up in her
face.


“That one there, with the long tail to it. Dost thou
see it?”


“Yes,” replied the youth.


“How canst thou say so, Erling,”
remonstrated Hilda, “when thou art looking all the time
straight in my face!”


“But I do see it,”
returned he, a little confused; “I am looking at it now.”


“Well,” said she, “that
is—”


“Thou art looking at it upside down, my
son,” said the hermit, who
had been observing them with an amused expression of countenance.


“Oh, so he is; I never thought of that,”
cried Hilda, laughing;
“thou must sit beside me, Erling, so that we may see it in
the same
way.”


“This one, now, with the curve that
way,” she went on, “dost thou see it?”


“See it!” thought Erling, “of
course I see it: the prettiest little hand in all the dale!”
But he only said—


“How can I see it, Hilda, when the point of thy
finger covers it?”


“Oh! well,” drawing the finger down a
little, “thou seest it now?”


“Yes.”


“Well, that is—why! where is
Christian?” she exclaimed, looking up
suddenly in great surprise, and pointing to the stool on which the
hermit certainly had been sitting a few minutes before, but which was
now vacant.


“He must have gone out while we were busy with
the—the parchment,” said Erling, also much
surprised.


“He went like a mouse, then,” said Hilda,
“for I heard him not.”


“Nor I,” added her companion.


“Very strange,” said she.


Now there was nothing particularly strange in the matter. The
fact
was that the old man had just exercised a little of Erling’s
philosophy
in the way of projecting a cause to its result. As we have elsewhere
hinted, the hermit was not one of those ascetics who, in ignorance of
the truth, banished themselves out of the world. His banishment had not
been self-imposed. He had fled before the fierce persecutors. They
managed to slay the old man’s wife, however, before they made
him take
to flight and seek that refuge and freedom of conscience among the
Pagan Northmen which were denied him in Christian Europe. In the first
ten minutes after the A B C class began he perceived how things stood
with the young people, and, wisely judging that the causes which were
operating in their hearts would proceed to their issue more pleasantly
in his absence, he quietly got up and went out to cut firewood.


After this the hermit invariably found it necessary to go out
and
cut firewood when Erling and Hilda arrived at the school, which they
did regularly three times a week.


This, of course, was considered a very natural and proper
state of
things by the two young people, for they were both considerate by
nature, and would have been sorry indeed to have interrupted the old
man in his regular work.


But Erling soon began to feel that it was absolutely essential
for
one of them to be in advance of the other in regard to knowledge, if
the work of teaching was to go on; for, while both remained equally
ignorant, the fiction could not be kept up with even the semblance of
propriety. To obviate this difficulty he paid solitary nocturnal visits
to the hut, on which occasions he applied himself so zealously to the
study of the strange characters that he not only became as expert as
his teacher, but left her far behind, and triumphantly rebutted the
charge of stupidity which she had made against him.


At the same time our hero entered a new and captivating region
of
mental and spiritual activity when the hermit laid before him the
portions of Holy Scripture which he had copied out before leaving
southern lands, and expounded to him the grand, the glorious truths
that God had revealed to man through Jesus Christ our Lord. And
profoundly deep, and startling even to himself, were the workings of
the young Norseman’s active mind while he sat there, night
after night,
in the lone hut on the cliff, poring over the sacred rolls, or holding
earnest converse with the old man about things past, present, and
future.











Chapter Seventeen.


In which Glumm takes to hunting on the Mountains for
Consolation, and finds it unexpectedly, while Alric proves himself a
Hero.


“I go to the fells to-day,” said Glumm to
Alric one morning, as the latter opened the door of Glummstede and
entered the hall.


“I go also,” said Alric, leaning a stout
spear which he carried
against the wall, and sitting down on a stool beside the fire to watch
Glumm as he equipped himself for the chase.


“Art ready, then? for the day is late,”
said Glumm.


“All busked,” replied the
boy.—“I say, Glumm, is that a new spear thou hast
got?”


“Aye; I took it from a Swedish viking the last fight
I had off the
coast. We had a tough job of it, and left one or two stout men behind
to glut the birds of Odin, but we brought away much booty. This was
part of it,” he added, buckling on a long hunting-knife,
which was
stuck in a richly ornamented sheath, “and that silver tankard
too,
besides the red mantle that my mother wears, and a few other
things—but
my comrades got the most of it.”


“I wish I had been there, Glumm,” said
Alric.


“If Hilda were here, lad, she would say it is wrong
to wish to fight.”


“Hilda has strange thoughts,” observed the
boy.


“So has Erling,” remarked his companion.


“And so has Ada,” said Alric, with a sly
glance.


Glumm looked up quickly. “What knowest thou
about Ada?” said he.


The sly look vanished before Glumm had time to observe it, and
an
expression of extreme innocence took its place as the lad
replied—


“I know as much about her as is usual with one who
has known a girl, and been often with her, since the day he was
born.”


“True,” muttered Glumm, stooping to fasten
the thongs that laced the
untanned shoes on his feet. “Ada has strange thoughts also,
as thou
sayest. Come now, take thy spear, and let us be gone.”


“Where shall we go to-day?” asked Alric.


“To the wolf’s glen.”


“To the wolf’s glen? that is
far.”


“Is it too far for thee, lad?”


“Nay, twice the distance were not too far for
me,” returned the boy
proudly; “but the day advances, and there is danger without
honour in
walking on the fells after dark.”


“The more need for haste,” said Glumm,
opening the door and going out.


Alric followed, and for some time these two walked in silence,
as
the path was very steep, and so narrow for a considerable distance,
that they could not walk abreast.


Snow lay pretty thickly on the mountains, particularly in
sheltered
places, but in exposed parts it had been blown off, and the hunters
could advance easily. In about ten minutes after setting out they lost
sight of Glummstede. As they advanced higher and deeper into the
mountains, the fiord and the sea, with its innumerable skerries, was
lost to view, but it was not until they had toiled upwards and onwards
for nearly two hours that they reached those dark recesses of the fells
to which the bears and wolves were wont to retreat after committing
depredations on the farms in the valleys far below.


There was something in the rugged grandeur of the scenery
here, in
the whiteness of the snow, the blackness of the rocks which peeped out
from its voluminous wreaths, the lightness of the atmosphere, and,
above all, the impressive silence, which possessed an indescribable
charm for the romantic mind of Alric, and which induced even the stern
matter-of-fact Glumm to tread with slower steps, and to look around him
with a feeling almost akin to awe. No living thing was to be seen,
either among the stupendous crags which still towered above, or in the
depths which they had left below; but there were several footprints of
wolves, all of which Glumm declared, after careful examination, to be
old.


“See here, lad,” he said, turning up one
of these footprints with
the butt of his spear; “observe the hardish ball of snow just
under the
print; that shows that the track is somewhat old. If it had been quite
fresh there would have been no such ball.”


“Thou must think my memory of the shortest, Glumm,
for I have been told that every time I have been out with
thee.”


“True, but thou art so stupid,” said
Glumm, laying his spear lightly
across the boy’s shoulders, “that I have thought
fit to impress it on
thee by repetition, having an interest in thine education, although
thou dost not deserve it.”


“I deserve it, mayhap, more than ye think.”


“How so, boy?”


“Why, because I have for a long
time past taken an uncommon interest in thy welfare.”


Glumm laughed, and said he did not know that there was any
occasion to concern himself about his welfare.


“Oh yes, there is!” cried Alric,
“for, when a man goes moping about
the country as if he were fey, or as if he had dreamed of seeing his
own guardian spirit, his friends cannot help being concerned about
him.”


“Why, what is running in the lad’s
head?” said Glumm, looking with a perplexed expression at his
young companion.


“Nothing runs in my head, save ordinary thoughts. If
there be any unusual running at all, it must be in thine own.”


“Speak, thou little fox,” said Glumm,
suddenly grasping Alric by the nape of the neck and giving him a shake.


“Nay then, if that is thy plan,” said the
boy, “give it a fair
trial. Shake away, and see what comes of it. Thou mayest shake out
blood, bones, flesh, and life too, and carry home my skin as a trophy,
but be assured that thou shalt not shake a word off my
tongue!”


“Boldly spoken,” said Glumm, laughing, as
he released the lad; “but
I think thy tone would change if I were to take thee at thy
word.”


“That it would not. Thou art not the first man whom
I have defied, aye, and drawn blood from, as that red-haired
Dane—”


Alric stopped suddenly. He had reached that age when the
tendency to
boast begins, at least in manly boys, to be checked by increasing good
sense and good taste. Yet it is no disparagement of Alric’s
character
to say that he found it uncommonly difficult to refrain, when occasion
served, from making reference to his first warlike exploit, even
although frequent rebukes and increasing wisdom told him that boasting
was only fit for the lips of cowards.


“Why do ye stop?” asked Glumm, who quite
understood the boy’s feelings, and admired his exercise of
self-control.


“Be—because I have said enough.”


“Good is it,” observed the other,
“when man or boy knows that he has
said enough, and has the power to stop when he knows it. But come,
Alric, thou hast not said enough to me yet on the matter
that—that—”


“What matter?” asked Alric, with a sly
look.


“Why, the matter of my welfare, to be
sure.”


“Ah, true. Well, methinks, Glumm, that I could give
thee a little
medicine for thy mind, but I won’t, unless ye promise to keep
thy spear
off my back.”


“I promise,” said Glumm, whose curiosity
was aroused.


“It is a sad thing when a man looks sweet and a maid
looks sour, but there is a worse thing; that is when the maid feels
sour. Thou lovest Ada—”


“Hold!” cried Glumm, turning fiercely on
his companion, “and let not
thy pert tongue dare to speak of such things, else will I show thee
that there are other things besides spears to lay across thy
shoulders.”


“Now art thou truly Glumm the Gruff,”
cried Alric, laughing, as he
leaped to the other side of a mass of fallen rock; “but if
thy humour
changes not, I will show thee that I am not named Lightfoot for
nothing. Come, don’t fume and fret there like a bear with a
headache,
but let me speak, and I warrant me thou wilt be reasonably
glad.”


“Go on, then, thou incorrigible.”


“Very well; but none of thy hard names, friend
Glumm, else will I
set my big brother Erling at thee. There now, don’t give way
again.
What a storm-cloud thou art! Will the knowledge that Ada loves thee as
truly as thou lovest her calm thee down?”


“I see thou hast discovered my secret,”
said Glumm, looking at his
little friend with a somewhat confused expression, “though
how the
knowledge came to thee is past my understanding. Yet as thou art so
clever a warlock I would fain know what ye mean about
‘Ada’s love for
me.’ Hadst thou said her hatred, I could have believed thee
without
explanation.”


“Let us go on, then,” said Alric,
“for there is nothing to be gained and only time to be lost
by thus talking across a stone.”


The path which they followed was broad at that part, and not
quite
so rugged, so that Alric could walk alongside of his stout friend as he
related to him the incident that was the means of enlightening him as
to Ada’s feelings towards her lover. It was plain from the
expression
on the Norseman’s face that his soul was rejoiced at the
discovery, and
he strode forward at such a pace that the boy was fain to call a halt.


“Thinkest thou that my legs are as long as
thine?” he said, stopping and panting.


Glumm laughed; and the laugh was loud and strong. He would
have
laughed at anything just then, for the humour was upon him, and he felt
it difficult to repress a shout at the end of it!


“Come on, Alric, I will go slower. But art thou sure
of all this? Hast not mistaken the words?”


“Mistaken the words!” cried the boy;
“why, I tell thee they were as
plain to my ears and my senses as what thou hast said this
moment.”


“Good,” said Glumm; “and now the
question comes up, how must I
behave to her? But thou canst not aid me herein, for in such matters
thou hast had no experience.”


“Out upon thee for a stupid monster!” said
the boy; “have I not just
proved that my experience is very deep? I have not, indeed, got the
length thou hast—of wandering about like a poor ghost or a
half-witted
fellow, but I have seen enough of such matters to know what common
sense says.”


“And, pray, what does common sense say?”


“Why, it says, Act towards the maid like a sane man,
and, above all,
a true man. Don’t go about the land gnashing thy teeth until
everyone
laughs at thee. Don’t go staring at her in grim silence as if
she were
a wraith; and, more particularly, don’t pretend to be fond of
other
girls, for thou didst make a pitiful mess of that attempt. In short, be
Glumm without being Gruff, and don’t try to be anybody else.
Be kind
and straightforward to her, worship her, or, as Kettle Flatnose said
the other day, ‘kiss the ground she walks on,’ if
thou art so inclined,
but don’t worry her life out. Show that thou art fond of her,
and
willing to bide her time. Go on viking cruise, for
the proverb
says that an ‘absent body makes a longing spirit,’
and bring her back
shiploads of kirtles and mantles and armlets, and gold and silver
ornaments—that’s what common sense says, Glumm, and
a great deal more
besides, but I fear much that it is all wasted on thee.”


“Heyday!” exclaimed Glumm, “what
wisdom do I hear? Assuredly we must
call thee Alric hinn Frode hereafter. One would think thou must have
been born before thine own grandfather.”


“Truly that is not so difficult to fancy,”
retorted Alric. “Even now
I feel like a great-grandfather while I listen to thee. There wants but
a smooth round face and a lisping tongue to make thine appearance
suitable to thy wisdom! But what is this that we have here?”


The boy pointed to a track of some animal in the snow a few
yards to one side of the path.


“A wolf track,” said Glumm, turning aside.


“A notably huge one,” remarked the boy.


“And quite fresh,” said the man.


“Which is proved,” rejoined Alric in a
slow, solemn voice, “by the fact that there is no ball of
snow beneath the—”


“Hold thy pert tongue,” said Glumm in a
hoarse whisper, “the brute
must be close to us. Do thou keep in the lower end of this
gorge—see,
yonder, where it is narrow. I will go round to the upper end; perchance
the wolf is there. If so, we stand a good chance of killing him, for
the sides of the chasm are like two walls all the way up.
But,” added
Glumm, hesitating a moment, and looking fixedly at the small but sturdy
frame of his companion, whose heightened colour and flashing eyes
betokened a roused spirit, “I doubt thy—that
is—I have no fear of the
spirit, if the body were a little bigger.”


“Take thine own big body off, Glumm,” said
Alric, “and leave me to guard the pass.”


Glumm grinned as he turned and strode away.


The spot which the hunters had reached merits particular
notice. It
was one of those wild deep rents or fissures which are usually found
near the summits of almost inaccessible mountains. It was not, however,
at the top of the highest range in that neighbourhood, being merely on
the summit of a ridge which was indeed very high—perhaps five
or six
thousand feet—but still far below the serried and shattered
peaks which
towered in all directions round Horlingdal, shutting it out from all
communication with the rest of the world except through the fiord and
the pass leading over to the Springs.


On the place where Alric parted from his friend the rocks of
the
gorge or defile rose almost perpendicularly on both sides, and as he
advanced he found that the space between became narrower, until, at the
spot where he was to take his stand, there was an opening of scarcely
six feet in width. Beyond this the chasm widened a little, until, at
its higher end, it was nearly twenty yards broad; but, owing to the
widening nature of the defile, the one opening could not be seen from
the other, although they were little more than four hundred yards apart.


The track of the wolf led directly through the pass into the
gorge.
As the lad took his stand he observed with much satisfaction that it
was that of an unusually large animal. This feeling was tempered,
however, with some anxiety lest it should have escaped at the other
opening. It was also mixed with a touch of agitation; for although
Alric had seen his friend and Erling kill wolves and bears too, he had
never before been left to face the foe by himself, and to sustain the
brunt of the charge in his own proper person. Beyond an occasional
flutter of the heart, however, there was nothing to indicate, even to
himself, that he was not as firm as the rock on which he stood.


Now, let it not be supposed that we are here portraying a hero
of
romance in whom is united the enthusiasm of the boy with the calm
courage of the man. We crave attention, more particularly that of boys,
to the following observations:—


In the highly safe and civilised times in which we live, many
thousands of us never have a chance, from personal experience, of
forming a just estimate of the powers of an average man or boy, and we
are too apt to ascribe that to heroism which is simply due to
knowledge. A man knows that he can do a certain
thing that
seems extremely dangerous, therefore he does it boldly, not because he
is superlatively bold by any means, but because he knows there is no
risk—at least none to him. The proverb that
“Familiarity breeds
contempt” applies as truly to danger as to anything else; and
well is
it for the world that the majority of human beings are prone to
familiarise themselves with danger in spite of those well-meaning but
weak ones who have been born with a tendency to say perpetually,
“Take
care,” “Don’t run such risk”,
etcetera. “Whatever thy hand findeth to
do, do it with thy might;” and man has echoed the sentiment
in the
proverb, “Whatever is worth doing is worth doing
well”. Do you
climb?—then do it well—do it in such circumstances
that your spirit
will get used to seeing profound depths below you without your heart
melting into hot water and your nerves quaking. Do you
leap?—then do it
well—do it so that you may be able to turn it to some good
account in
the day of trial; do it so that you may know how to
leap off a
runaway carriage, for instance, without being killed. Learn to jump off
high cliffs into deep water, so that, should the opportunity ever
offer, you may be able to plunge off the high bulwarks of a vessel to
save a sister, or mother, or child, with as little thought about
yourself as if you were jumping off a sofa. Observe, we do not advocate
recklessness. To leap off a cliff so high that you will be sure to be
killed is not leaping “well”; but neither is it
well to content
yourself with a jump of three or four feet as your utmost attainment,
because that is far short of many a leap which may have to be taken in
this world to save even your own life, not to mention the lives of
others. But enough of this disquisition, which, the reader will
observe, has been entered upon chiefly in order to prove that we do not
ascribe heroic courage to Alric when we say that, having been familiar
with danger from his birth, he prepared to face a wolf of unknown size
and ferocity with considerable coolness, if not indifference to danger.


Glumm meanwhile reached the other end of the ravine, and
there, to
his intense disappointment, found the track of the wolf leading away
towards the open mountains beyond. Just where it left the ravine,
however, the animal had run about so much that the track was crossed
and recrossed in confusion. Glumm therefore had difficulty at first in
following it up, but when he did so, great was his joy to find that it
doubled back and re-entered the defile. Pressing quickly forward, he
came to a broken part, near the centre, where, among a heap of grey,
weather-worn rocks he perceived two sharp-pointed objects, like a pair
of erect ears! To make certain, he hurled a stone towards the place.
The objects instantly disappeared!


Immediately afterwards, a long grey back and a bushy tail were
visible as the wolf glided among the rocks, making for the side of the
precipice, with the intention, doubtless, of rushing past this bold
intruder.


Glumm observed the movement, and promptly went in the same
direction. The wolf noticed this, and paused
abruptly—remaining still,
as if uncertain what to do. The hunter at once put to flight his
uncertainty by gliding swiftly towards him. Seeing this, the wolf
abandoned the attempt at concealment and bounded into the centre of the
ravine, where, with his bristles erect, his back slightly arched, and
all his glittering teeth and blood-red gums exposed, he stood for a
moment or two the very picture of intensified fury. The hunter advanced
with his spear levelled, steadily, but not hastily, because there was
sufficient space on either hand to render the meeting of the animal in
its rush a matter of extreme difficulty, while at every step he took,
the precipices on either side drew closer together. The brute had
evidently a strong objection to turn back, and preferred to run the
risk of passing its foe, for it suddenly sprang to one side and ran up
the cliff as far as possible, like a cat, while it made for the upper
end of the ravine.


The Norseman, whose powerful frame was by this time strung to
intensity of action, leaped to the same side with the agility of a
panther, and got in before it. The wolf did not stop, but with a
ferocious growl it swerved aside, and bounded to the other side of the
ravine. Again the hunter leaped across, and stood in its way. He bent
forward to resist the animal’s weight and impetus, but the
baffled wolf
was cowed by his resolute front. It turned tail, and fled, followed by
Glumm with a wild halloo!


When the first growl was heard by Alric, it strung him up to
the
right pitch instantly, and the next one caused the blood to rush to his
face, for he heard the halloo which Glumm uttered as he followed in
pursuit. The distance was short. Another moment and the boy saw the
infuriated animal springing towards him, with Glumm rushing madly after
it. Alric was already in the centre of the pass with the spear
levelled, and his body bent in anticipation of the shock. The wolf saw
him, but did not check its pace—with a furious Norseman
bounding behind
there was no room for hesitation. It lowered its head, increased its
speed, and ran at the opening like a thunderbolt. When within three
yards of the boy it swerved, and, leaping up, pawed the cliff on the
left while in the air. Alric had foreseen this—his only doubt
had been
as to which side the brute would incline to. He sprang at the same
moment, and met it full in the face as it came down. The point of his
spear entered the wolf’s chest, and penetrated deep into its
body. A
terrific yell followed. The spear handle broke in the middle, and the
boy fell on his face, while the wolf went right over him, yelling and
biting the spear, as, carried on by its impetus, it rolled head over
heels for several yards among the rocks.


Alric jumped up unhurt, and, for want of a better weapon,
seized a
mass of stone, which he raised above his head, and hurled at the wolf,
hitting it fairly on the skull. At the same moment Glumm ran up,
intending to transfix the brute with his spear.


“Hold thy hand, Glumm,” gasped the boy.


Glumm checked himself.


“In truth it needs no more,” he said,
bringing the butt of his
weapon to the ground, and leaning on it, while he looked on at the last
struggles of the dying wolf. “Fairly done, lad,” he
added, with a nod
of approval, “this will make a man of thee.”


The boy did not speak, but stood with his chest still heaving,
his
breath coming fast, and the expression of triumph on his countenance
showing that for him a new era had opened up—that the days of
boasting
had ended, and those of manly action had fairly and auspiciously begun.











Chapter Eighteen.


Shows what some of the Men of Old could do in Cold Blood, and
treats of Heathen Festivities at Harald’s Court, mingled with
Plot and
Counter Plot.


Winter—with its frost and snow, its long nights and
its short days,
its feasts in the great halls, and its tales round the roaring wood
fires—at length began to pass away, and genial spring
advanced to
gladden the land of Norway. The white drapery melted in the valleys,
leaving brilliant greens and all the varied hues of rugged rocks to
fill the eyes with harmonious colour. High on the mighty fells the
great glaciers—unchanging, almost, as the
“everlasting hills”—gleamed
in the sunlight against the azure sky, and sent floods of water down
into the brimming rivers. The scalds ceased, to some extent, those wild
legendary songs and tales with which they had beguiled the winter
nights, and joined the Norsemen in their operations on the farms and on
the fiords. Men began to grow weary of smoked rafters and frequent
festivities, and to long for the free, fresh air of heaven. Some went
off to drive the cattle to the “saeters” or
mountain pastures, others
set out for the fisheries, and not a few sailed forth on viking cruises
over the then almost unknown sea. Our friends of Horlingdal bestirred
themselves, like others, in these varied avocations, and King Harald
Fairhair, uprising from his winter lair in Drontheim like a giant
refreshed, assembled his men, and prepared to carry out his political
plans with a strong hand. But resolute men cannot always drive events
before them as fast as they would wish. Summer was well advanced before
the King was ready to take action.


There was a man of the Drontheim district named Hauskuld, who
was
noted for ferocity and wickedness. He was also very strong and
courageous, so that King Harald made him one of his berserks.


One morning the King sent for this man, and said to
him—


“Hauskuld, I have a business for thee to do, which
requires the
heart of a brave fellow. There is a man near Horlingdal who has not
only refused to submit to my will, but has gathered a band of seventy
men or more about him, and threatens to raise the country against me.
It does not suit me to go forth to punish this dog just now, for my
preparations are not yet complete. Nevertheless it is important that he
should be crushed, as he dwells in the heart of a disaffected district.
It is therefore my purpose to send thee with a small body of picked men
to do thy worst by him.”


“That suits me well,” said Hauskuld;
“what is his name?”


“Atli,” answered the King.


“He is my foster-brother!” said Hauskuld,
with a peculiar and unpleasant smile.


The King looked a little perplexed.


“Thou wilt not have much heart to the business if
that be so,” he said.


“When you command, sire, it is my duty to
obey,” replied Hauskuld.


“Nay, but I can find other stout men for this thing.
There is Hake
of Hadeland. Go, send him hither. I will not put this on thy
shoulders.”


“Sire, you are considerate,” said
Hauskuld, “but this foster-brother
of mine I count an enemy, for reasons that I need not tell. Besides, he
is said to be a warlock, and for my part I firmly believe that he is in
league with Nikke, so that it would be a service to the gods to rid the
world of him. If you will permit me, I will gladly go on this errand,
and as this Atli is a stout man, it would be well to take Hake and a
few of the berserkers along with me.”


“Do as thou wilt,” replied the King, with
a wave of his hand, as he
turned away; “only, what thou doest, see thou do it well and
quickly.”


The berserk shouldered his battle-axe and left the hall. As he
walked away the King stood in the doorway looking after him with a
mingled expression of admiration and dislike.


“A stalwart knave,” he muttered to
himself, while a grim smile
played on his large handsome features; “a good fighting
brute, no
doubt, but, with such a spirit, a bad servant, I fear.”


“There are many such in your army,” said a
deep, stern voice behind him.


The King turned quickly round, with a look of anger, and fixed
a
searching glance on the huge form of Rolf Ganger, who stood leaning on
the hilt of his sword with a quiet, almost contemptuous smile on his
face.


“It is well known that birds of a feather are fond
of flying in
company,” said the King, with a flushed countenance;
“no doubt thou
speakest from personal knowledge and experience.”


It was now Rolf’s turn to flush, but the King did
him injustice,
having no ground for such a speech, further than a knowledge that there
existed between them mutual antipathy which neither was particularly
careful to conceal.


“Have I done aught to merit such words?”
demanded Rolf sternly.


Harald was on the point of making an angry rejoinder, but,
placing a powerful restraint upon himself, he said—


“It may be that thine actions are loyal, but, Rolf,
thy words are
neither wise nor true. It is not wise to attempt to shake my confidence
in my followers, and it is not true that many of them are
untrustworthy. But, if thou wouldst prove thyself a real friend, go,
get thy longships ready with all speed, for we fare south a few days
hence, and there will be work for the weapons of stout men ere
long.”


“I go to prepare myself for the fight, King
Harald,” returned Rolf,
“but I have no occasion to give thee further proof of
friendship. The
world is wide enough for us both. My ocean steeds are on the fiord.
Henceforth I will fight for my own hand.”


For one moment the King felt an almost irresistible impulse to
draw
his sword and hew down the bold Rolf, but with characteristic
self-restraint he crushed down his wrath at the time and made no reply,
good or bad, as the other turned on his heel and left him. When he had
gone some distance the King muttered between his set teeth—


“Another good fighting brute and bad servant! Let
him go! Better an open foe than an unwilling friend.”


That night Hauskuld and Hake set sail southward with a small
body of
picked men; and Rolf Ganger, with a large body of devoted followers,
left Harald’s camp and travelled eastward. In the course of
several
days Hauskuld and his men arrived at the small fiord near the head of
which stood the dwelling of Atli.


This Atli was an unusually intelligent man, a man of great
influence
in his district, and one who, like Erling the Bold, was determined to
resist the tyranny of Harald Fairhair. A large force had been gathered
by him towards the end of winter, and at the time of
Hauskuld’s visit
he was living in his own house with about seventy chosen men.
Unfortunately for these, the peaceful winter had induced them to relax
a little in vigilance. Knowing from the report of spies that the King
was still feasting in the Drontheim district, they felt quite safe, and
for some time past had neglected to set the usual night watch, which,
in time of war, was deemed indispensable. Thus it happened that when
Hauskuld and his men came upon them in the dead of a dark night, they
found everything quiet, and went up to the door of the house
unchallenged. On trying the latch they found it fast, but from the
sounds within they knew that a great many men were sleeping there.
Hauskuld and Hake had approached the house alone. They now returned to
their companions, who were concealed in the deep shades of the
neighbouring woods.


“What dost thou advise?” asked Hake of his
brother berserk.


“That we burn them all in their nest,”
replied Hauskuld.


“What! foster-brother too?” said the other.


“Aye, wherefore not? He is a warlock. So are most of
the men with him. Burning is their due.”


“There is wood enough here for that
purpose,” said Hake, with a grim smile.


Hauskuld immediately directed the greater part of his force to
gather dry wood, and silently pile it all round the house, while he and
Hake with a few men stood in front of the doors and windows to guard
them. The work was accomplished in a much shorter time than might have
been expected, for those who performed it were strong and active, and
well accustomed to such deeds. In less than an hour the whole of
Atli’s
house was surrounded by a thick pile of dry inflammable brushwood. When
it was all laid the men completely surrounded the house, and stood with
arrows fitted to the strings, and swords loosened in the sheaths. Then
Hauskuld and several others applied lights to the brushwood at various
points. For a few seconds there was an ominous crackling, accompanied
by little flashes of flame, then a dense smoke rose up all round.
Presently the rushing fire burst through the black pall with a mighty
roar, and lit up the steading with the strength of the sun at noonday,
while flame and smoke curled in curious conflict together over the
devoted dwelling, and myriads of sparks were vomited up into the dark
sky. At the same instant doors and windows were burst open with a
crash, and a terrible cry arose as men, half clad and partly armed,
leaped out and rushed through the circle of fire, with the flame
kindling on their hair and garments.


Not less relentless than the fire was the circling foe
outside.
Whizzing arrows pierced the scorched breasts of some, and many fell
dead. Others rushed madly on sword or spear point, and were thrust
violently back into the fire, or fell fighting desperately for their
lives. Some of the attacking party were killed, and a few wounded, but
not one of the assailed succeeded in bursting through the line. Atli
and all his followers perished there!


It is dreadful to think that such diabolical deeds were ever
done;
but still more dreadful is it to know that the spirit which dictated
such atrocities still haunts the breast of fallen men, for the annals
of modern warfare tell us all too plainly that unregenerate man is as
capable of such deeds now as were the Norsemen in days of old.


Having fulfilled his mission, Hauskuld left the place as
quickly as
possible, and hastened back to Drontheim; not, however, without
learning on the way that preparations were being secretly made all over
that district to resist the King, and that, in particular, Solve Klofe
was in the fiord at Horlingdal, with several ships of war, doing his
best to fan the flame of discontent, which was already burning there
briskly enough of its own accord!


On returning again to King Harald’s quarters,
Hauskuld found that
energetic monarch engaged in celebrating one of the heathen feasts, and
deemed it prudent for some hours to avoid his master, knowing that when
heated with deep potations he was not in the best condition to receive
or act upon exasperating news. He therefore went into the great hall,
where the King and his guests were assembled, and quietly took his
place at the lower end of one of the long tables near the door.


As is usual with men of inferior and debased minds, the
berserk
misunderstood and misjudged his master. He had counted on escaping
notice, but the King’s eye fell on him the instant he entered
the hall,
and he was at once summoned before him, and bidden tell his tale. While
he related the details of the dreadful massacre Hauskuld felt quite at
ease, little dreaming that the King’s fingers twitched with a
desire to
cut him down where he stood; but when he came to speak of the
widespread disaffection of the people in the south, he stammered a
little, and glanced uneasily at the flushed countenance of the King,
fearing that the news would exasperate him beyond endurance. Great,
therefore, was his surprise when Harald affected to treat the matter
lightly, made some jesting allusion to the potent efficacy of the sword
in bringing obstinate people to reason, and ordered one of the
waiting-girls to fetch the berserk a foaming tankard of ale.


“There, drink, Hauskuld, my bold berserk! drink down
to a deeper
peg, man. After such warm work as thou hast had, that will serve to
cool thy fiery spirit. Drink to the gods, and pray that thou mayest
never come to die, like an old woman, in thy bed—drink, I
say, drink
deep!”


The King laughed jovially, almost fiercely, in his wild
humour, as
he made this allusion to the well-known objection that the Norse
warriors of old had to dying peacefully in bed; but for the life of him
he could not resist the temptation, as he turned on his seat, to touch
with his elbow the huge silver tankard which the berserk raised to his
lips! The instantaneous result was that a cataract of beer flowed down
Hauskuld’s face and beard, while the rafters rang with a
shout of
laughter from the Sea-kings and court-men who sat in the immediate
neighbourhood of the King’s high seat. Of course Harald
blamed himself
for his clumsiness, but he too laughed so heartily that the masses of
his fair hair shook all over his shoulders, while he ordered another
tankard to be filled for his “brave berserk”. That
brave individual,
however, protested that he had had quite enough, and immediately
retired with a very bad grace to drink his beer in comfort out of a
horn cup among kindred spirits.


Immediately after he was gone the King sent for Hake, for whom
he
also ordered a silver tankard of ale; but to him the King spoke
earnestly, and in a low whispering voice, while his courtiers,
perceiving that he wished his converse with the berserk to be private,
quaffed their liquor and talked noisily.


The young woman who filled Hake’s tankard at the
King’s bidding was
no other than Gunhild, the unfortunate widow of Swart of the Springs.
For some time after the death of her husband she had dwelt at
Haldorstede, and had experienced much kindness at the hands of the
family; but having taken a longing to visit her relatives, who belonged
to the Drontheim district, she was sent thither, and had become a
member of Harald’s household, through the influence of King
Hakon of
Drontheim, the father of Ada of Horlingdal.


Hakon had from necessity, and much against his inclination,
become
one of Harald Fairhair’s jarls. During the feast of which we
write, he
sat on the King’s left hand.


After filling Hake’s tankard Gunhild retired, but
remained within earshot.


“Hake,” said the King, leaning over the
arm of his high seat, “it is
now time that we were moving south; and the news thou hast brought
decides me to complete my arrangements without delay. It seems that Ulf
of Romsdal and that fellow Erling the Bold, with his fierce father, are
making great preparations for war?”


“Truly they are,” said Hake. “I
saw as much with my own eyes.”


“But may this not be for the purpose of going on
viking cruise?”


“Had that been so, mine ears would have guided me,
and we had
brought a different report, but when men talk loudly and ill of the
King, and knit their brows, and wish for a south wind, it needs not the
wisdom of a warlock to fathom their meaning. Moreover,” he
continued
earnestly, “I have heard that news has come from the
southland that the
people of Hordaland and Rogaland, Agder and Thelemark, are gathering,
and bringing together ships, men, and arms—what can all this
mean if it
be not resistance to the King?”


“Right,” said Harald thoughtfully.
“Now, Hake, I will tell thee what
to do, and see thou waste not time about it. Most of my ships are ready
for sea. A few days more will suffice to complete them for a cruise,
and then will I sail forth to teach these proud men humility. Meanwhile
do thou get ready the ships under thy charge, and send Hauskuld in a
swift boat with a few chosen men south to Horlingdal fiord. There let
him watch the proceedings of the people—particularly of that
fellow
Erling and his kin—and when he has seen enough let him sail
north to
give me warning of their movements. They shall be saved the trouble of
coming here to meet me, for I will fare south and slay them all, root
and branch. Let thy tongue be quiet and thy motions swift, and caution
Hauskuld also to be discreet. Another draught of ale, Hake, and
then—to
thy duty.”


These last words the King spoke aloud, and while the berserk
was
drinking he turned to converse with Hakon of Drontheim, but finding
that that chief had left the board, he turned to one of the courtiers,
and began to converse on the news recently brought from the south.


Gunhild meanwhile slipped out of the hall, and found King
Hakon hasting to his house.


“Ye heard what the King threatened?” she
said, plucking him by the sleeve.


“I did, and will—but why dost thou speak
to me on this subject?” asked Hakon warily.


“Because I know your daughter Ada is among the
doomed and ye would
not see her perish. My heart is in the house of Haldor the Fierce.
Great kindness have I received there, therefore would I go and warn
them of what is coming. I have friends here, and can get a swift cutter
to bear me south. Shall I tell them to expect aid from you?”


Hakon was glad to hear this, and told her to inform Haldor
that he
would soon be in the fiord with his longship, that he would aid the
people of Horlingdal in resisting Harald, and that it was probable Rolf
Ganger would also join them.


Bearing these tidings Gunhild left Drontheim secretly, and in
a
swift boat with a stout crew set off for the south a considerable time
before Hauskuld sailed, although that worthy did his best to carry out
his master’s commands without delay. King Hakon also pushed
forward his
preparations, and that so briskly that he too was enabled to start
before the berserk.


Meanwhile King Harald gave himself up entirely to
festivity—laughed
and talked with his courtiers, and seemed so light of heart that the
greater part of his followers thought him to be a careless, hearty man,
on whom the weighty matters of the kingdom sat very lightly. But Jarl
Rongvold knew that this free-and-easy spirit was affected, and that the
King’s mind was much troubled by the state of things in
several parts
of the kingdom. He also knew, however, that Harald had an iron will,
which nothing could bend from its purpose, and he felt convinced that
the course which his sovereign pursued would end either in his total
overthrow or in the absolute subjection of Norway.


It happened that at this time one of the festivals of
sacrifice was
being celebrated by the people of the Drontheim country. It was an old
custom that, when there was sacrifice, all the bonders should come to
the spot where the heathen temple stood, and bring with them all that
they required while the festival of the sacrifice lasted. The men were
expected to bring ale with them, and all kinds of cattle as well as
horses, which were to be slaughtered, boiled, and eaten.


In order to conciliate the people, the King on this occasion
issued
a proclamation that he meant to pay all the expenses of the festival.
This had the double effect of attracting to the locality a vast
concourse of people, and of putting them all in great good humour, so
that they were quite ready to listen to, and fall in with, the plans of
the King, whatever these might be. Of course there were many freeborn
noble-spirited udallers who could not thus be tickled into the selling
of their birthright; but Harald’s tremendous energy and
power, coupled
with his rigorous treatment of all who resisted him, had the effect of
reducing many of these to sullen silence, while some made a virtue of
necessity, and accepted the fate which they thought it impossible to
evade.


On the evening of the day of which we write, the fire was
kindled in
the middle of the floor of the temple, and over it hung the kettles.
Full goblets were handed across the fire, and the King blessed the full
goblets and all the meat of the sacrifice. Then, first,
Odin’s goblet
was emptied for victory and power to the King; thereafter
Niord’s and
Freya’s goblets for peace and a good season. After that there
was much
feasting; and when the ale began to mount to the brains of the
revellers, many of them stood up, and raising aloft the
“braga
goblet”—that over which vows were wont to be
made—began, in more or
less bombastic strains, to boast of what they meant to do in the
future. Having exhausted all other sentiments, the guests then emptied
the “remembrance goblet” to the memory of departed
friends.


Soon the desire for song and story began to be felt, and there
was a
loud call for the scald. Whereupon, clearing his throat and glancing
round on the audience with a deprecatory air—just as amateur
scalds of
the present day are wont to do—Thiodolph hinn Frode of Huina
stood up
to sing. His voice was mellow, and his music wild. The subject chosen
showed that he understood how to humour both King and people, and if
the song was short it was much to the point.



          Song
of the Scald.


 


    Of cup and platter need has
none,


    The guest who seeks the
generous one—


    Harald the
bounteous—who can trace


    His lineage from the giant race;


    For Harald’s hand is
liberal, free.


    The guardian of the temple he.


    He loves the gods, his open hand


    Scatters his sword’s
gains o’er the land.






The scald sat down with the prompt energy of a man who
believes he
has said a good thing, and expects that it will be well received. He
was not disappointed, for the rafters rang with the wild huzzas of the
revellers as they leaped to their feet and shouted “Victory
to the
King!”


This was just what the King wanted, and he carefully fanned
the
flame which the scald had so judiciously kindled. The result was that
when he afterwards called for men to go forth with him to do battle
with the turbulent spirits of Horlingdal, hundreds of those who would
otherwise have been malcontent, or lukewarm followers, busked
themselves eagerly for the fight, and flocked to his standard. His
longships were crowded with picked men, and war vessels of all
sizes—from little boats to dragons with thirty banks of
rowers—augmented his fleet. At length he sailed from
Drontheim with
perhaps the strongest armament that had ever swept over the northern
sea.











Chapter Nineteen.


Tells something of the Doings of Solve Klofe and Others, and
treats of a few of the Marvellous Adventures of Guttorm Stoutheart.


The scene is changed. It is night; yet how different from
night in
most other inhabited parts of the earth! The midnight sun is just
sinking beneath the horizon, close to the spot whence, in about twenty
minutes, he will rise, to repeat his prolonged course of nearly
four-and-twenty hours through the northern sky. But if the darkness of
night is absent, its deep quietude is there. The mighty cliffs that
rise like giant walls to heaven, casting broad, heavy shadows over the
sea, send forth no echoes, for the innumerable birds that dwell among
them are silently perched like snowflakes on every crag, or nestled in
every crevice, buried in repose. The sea resembles glass, and glides
with but a faint sigh upon the shore. All is impressively still on
mountain and fiord. Everything in nature is asleep, excepting the
wakeful eye of day, the hum of distant rills, the boom of inland
cataracts, and the ripple on the shore. These sounds, however, do but
render the universal silence more profound by suggesting the presence
of those stupendous forces which lie latent everywhere.


A white mist floats over the sea like a curtain of gauze,
investing
insignificant objects with grandeur, and clothing caverns, cliffs, and
mountain gorges with unusual sublimity.


Only one object suggestive of man is visible through the haze.
It is
a ship—of the old, old-fashioned build—with high
stem and stern, and
monstrous figurehead. Its forefoot rests upon the strip of gravel in
yonder bay at the foot of the cliff, whose summit is lost in the
clouds. The hull reposes on its own reflected image, and the taper mast
is repeated in a wavy but distinct line below. It is the
“longship”;
the “war vessel”; the “sea
horse” of Solve Klofe, the son of King
Hunthiof of Möre, whom Harald Fairhair slew.


Solve had, as we have before said, spent the winter in taking
his
revenge by herrying the coast in his longship, and doing all in his
power to damage the King’s men, as well as those who were
friendly to
his cause. Among other things he had, early in spring, persuaded Haldor
the Fierce to let him have the use of one of his warships, with a few
of his best men, to accompany him on a viking cruise. Erling had
resisted his pressing invitation to bear him company, because of
important business, the nature of which he did not think it necessary
to disclose. His friend Glumm the Gruff also declined from similar
reasons. At all events, he was similarly pre-engaged and taciturn.
Thorer the Thick, however, and Kettle Flatnose, and young
Alric—the
latter by special and importunate request—were allowed to
accompany him
on this expedition.


We do not intend to give the details of this foray, although
it was
unusually stirring and prolific of adventure. Suffice it to say, that
they had several hard fights both with Swedish and Danish vikings, in
all of which Alric distinguished himself for reckless daring, and would
certainly have been carried home dead upon his own shield had not
Kettle Flatnose watched over him with the solicitude of a father, and
warded off many a blow that was aimed at his pugnacious head. We fear
it must be added that Alric was not sufficiently impressed with his
friend’s services in this way. The truth is that he
entertained the
firm belief that nobody could kill him, and that he could kill
anybody—which was all very well as far as it went, but would
not have
carried him scathless through the cruise, had not the stout Irishman
been at his back.


Immense and valuable booty was gained at this time, for one of
the
vessels which they captured had been cruising in southern lands, and
was returning with a large quantity of gold and silver ornaments when
Solve Klofe attacked it. A misfortune befell them, however. On their
way home a storm drove Thorer’s vessel on the rocks in a fog,
and it
became a total wreck. The crew were all saved, however, and much of the
lading, by Solve, who stowed the goods in his own ship, and brought
home the men. They were within a day’s sail of Horlingdal,
when they
put ashore to take a few hours’ repose.


Three hours after midnight Solve Klofe, whose breathing up to
that
time had resembled that of an infant, gave vent to a prolonged bass
snore, and opened his eyes. This was followed by the shutting of his
mouth, and with one of those satisfactory stretchings of the body with
which a sound sleeper is wont in the morning to dismiss repose and
recall his energies. Having lain still a few moments to enjoy the
result, Solve sat up, and stretching forth his hand, drew aside the
curtain of the tent under which he slept, and looked out. The sight
that gladdened his eyes was beautiful beyond description, for the sun
was up in all his northern glory, and shone on the silver sea with
dazzling light, while he scattered away the mists of morning. But the
best sight of all to the bold viking was the splendid warship which,
with painted sides and shields, and gilded masts and prow, glowed and
glittered like a beautiful gem in a setting of the brightest azure blue.


Turning his eyes inside his tent again, Solve gazed with the
expressionless aspect of a still drowsy man upon the countenance of
Kettle, whose flat nose and open mouth gave vent to tones resembling
those of a bassoon. Beside him, and nestling close to him, lay the
youthful Alric, with his curly head resting on Kettle’s broad
bosom;
for the lad, albeit manly enough when awake, had sufficient of the
child still about him to induce a tendency on his part, when asleep, to
make use of any willing friend as a pillow. Thorer the Thick was also
there, with his head on his arm, his body sprawling indescribably, his
shield above him like a literal coverlet, and his right hand on his
sword-hilt.


“Ho!” exclaimed Solve, in a tone that
marvellously resembled the tones of modern men in similar circumstances.


Kettle and Thorer, however, sprang up to a sitting posture
with very
primitive alacrity, for in those days a man’s life often
depended on
his being and keeping very wide-awake.


Poor Alric was tumbled somewhat unceremoniously to one side,
but
that failed to awaken him, for he was not yet sufficiently trained to
sleep in the midst of alarms, and felt very naturally inclined to growl
and bite when shaken or told to “get up!”


In a few minutes, however, his lethargy was overcome; the men
were
aroused; the tents were struck; the longship was pushed off, and, under
the influence of thirty pair of oars, it crept like a monstrous insect
away over the sea.


Those who had not to work at the oars sat at first quietly on
the
thwarts, or leaned over the gunwale gazing into the deep, or up at the
sky, enjoying the warm air and their own fancies. But after a time
talkative spirits began to loose their tongues, and ere long a murmur
of quiet conversation pervaded the ship.


“I wonder what news we shall hear at the stede when
we arrive?” said
Thorer to Kettle, who with several others sat on the poop beside Solve.


“I hope it won’t be bad news,”
answered Kettle. “Harald is not the
man to sleep through the summer when there is work to be done. If it
wasn’t that I expect to give him the tooth-ache before I go,
surely I
should have been in Ireland long ago.”


“Whom didst thou serve under, Kettle, before we
brought thee to Norway?” asked Alric.


“Under the King of Dublin,” replied Kettle.


“Was he a great king?”


“A great king? Aye, never was there a greater; and a
great king he
is yet, if he’s alive, though I have my own fears on that
point, for he
was taking badly to ale when I left.”


There was something pathetic yet humorous in the tone and
expression
with which Kettle said this which caused Alric to laugh. The Irishman
started, and for an instant his huge countenance blazed with a look of
wrath which was quite majestic, and overawed the boy, bold though he
was. But it passed away in a moment, and was replaced by a sorrowful
look as Kettle shook his head and said—


“Ah! boy, your laugh reminded me of the laugh of the
villain Haabrok
who took the old king’s throne at the time I was carried off,
bound
hand and foot. Lucky was it for him that my hands were not free
then.—Well, well, this sounds like bragging,” he
added with a smile,
“which is only fit for boys and cowards.”


Alric winced a little at this, for he was quite aware of his
own
tendency to boast, and for a moment he felt a strong inclination to
stand up for “boys”, and assert, that although
boasting was common
enough with cowardly boys, it was not so with all boys; but on
consideration he thought it best to hold his tongue, on that point, at
least until he should have freed himself of the evil of boasting. To
change the subject he said—


“Was the old king fond of thee, Kettle?”


“Aye, as fond of me as of his own son.”


“Was he like my father?” pursued the boy.


“No; there are not many men like thy father, lad;
but he was a stout
and brave old man, and a great warrior in his day. Now I think of it,
he was very like Guttorm Stoutheart.”


“Then he was a handsome man,” said Solve
Klofe with emphasis.


“He was,” continued Kettle, “but
not quite so desperate. Old Guttorm
is the most reckless man I ever did see. Did I ever tell ye of the
adventure I had with him when we went on viking cruise south to
Valland?”


“No,” said Solve; “let us hear
about it; but stay till I change the oarsmen.”


He went forward and gave the order to relieve the men who had
rowed
from the land, and when the fresh men were on the benches he returned
and bade Kettle go on.


“’Tis a fine country,” said the
Irishman, glancing round him with a
glowing eye, and speaking in a low tone, as if to
himself—“one to be
proud of.”


And in truth there was ground for his remark, for the mists
had by
that time entirely cleared away, leaving unveiled a sea so calm and
bright that the innumerable islets off the coast appeared as if
floating in air.


“That is true,” said Thorer. “I
sometimes wonder, Kettle, at thy
longing to return to Ireland. I am in the same case with
thyself—was
taken from my home in Jemteland, laboured as a thrall, wrought out my
freedom, and remained in Haldor’s service, but have never
wished to
return home.”


“Didst thou leave a wife and children behind
thee?” asked Kettle.


“Nay; I was carried away while very young.”


“Is thy father alive, or thy mother?”


“No, they are both dead.”


“Then I wonder not that ye have no desire to return
home. My father
and mother are both alive—at least I have good reason to
believe so—my
wife and children are waiting for me. Canst wonder, man, that I long to
behold once more the green hills of Ireland?”


“Nay, if that be so, I wonder not,”
replied Thorer.


“Come, Kettle, thou forgettest that we wait for the
story about old
Guttorm Stoutheart,” said Solve Klofe, arranging the corner
of a sail
so as to protect his back from the sun.


“’Tis an old story now in
Horlingdal,” said Kettle; “but as thou
hast not been in this quarter for a long time, no doubt it is new to
thee. Thorer there knows it well; but I find that it bears telling more
than once. Well, it was, as I have said, two years past that Guttorm
went south to Valland on viking cruise. He called at Horlingdal in
passing, and got some of the dalesmen. Among others, I was allowed to
go. He and I got on very well together, and we were fortunate in
getting much booty. One day we came to a part of the coast where we saw
a strong castle of stone on the top of a hill a short way inland. We
also saw plenty of cattle on a plain near the sea, so Guttorm ordered
his longship to be steered for the shore, and we began to drive some of
the cattle down to the beach, intending to slaughter them there, as our
provisions were getting low. On seeing this, a party of men came out
from the castle and bade us begone. We told them to be easy in their
minds, for we only wanted a little food. We even went so far as to ask
it of them civilly, but the men were such surly fellows that they
refused to listen to reason, and attacked us at once. Of course we
drove them back into their castle, but in doing so we lost one or two
of our best men. This angered old Guttorm, who is not a quarrelsome
man, as ye know. He would have gone away peaceably enough if he had
been let alone to help himself to a few beasts; but his blood was set
up by that time, so he ordered all the men on shore, and we pitched our
tents and besieged the castle. Being made of stone, there was no chance
of setting it on fire, and as the walls were uncommonly high, it was
not possible to take it by assault. Well, we sat down before it, and
for two days tried everything we could think of to take it, but failed,
for there were plenty of men in it, and they defended the walls
stoutly. Besides this, to say the truth, we had already lost a number
of good men on the cruise and could ill afford to lose more.


“On the third day some of our chief men advised
Guttorm to give it
up, but that made him so furious that no one dared speak to him about
it for another two days. At the end of that time his nephew plucked up
heart, and going to him, said—


“‘Uncle, do you see the little birds that
fly back and forward over
the castle walls so freely, and build their nests in the thatch of the
housetops?’


“‘I do, nephew,’ says Guttorm.
‘What then?’


“‘My advice is,’ says the
nephew, ‘that you should order the men to
make each a pair of wings like those the birds have, and then we shall
all fly over the walls, for it seems to me that there is no other way
of getting into the castle.’


“‘Thou art a droll knave,’
replies Guttorm, for he was ever fond of
a joke; ‘but thou art wise also, therefore I advise thee to
make a
pattern pair of wings for the men; and when they are
ready—’


“Here Guttorm stopped short, and fell to thinking;
and he thought so
long that his nephew asked him at last if he had any further commands
for him.


“‘Yes, boy, I have. There is more in this
matter of the wings than
thou dreamest of. Go quickly and order the men to make snares, and
catch as many of these little birds as they can before sunset. Let them
be careful not to hurt the birds, and send Kettle Flatnose and my
house-carle hither without delay.’


“When I came to the old man I found him walking to
and fro briskly, with an expression of eagerness in his eye.


“‘Kettle,’ he said smartly,
‘go and prepare two hundred pieces of
cord, each about one foot long, and to the end of each piece tie a
small chip of wood as long as the first joint of thy thumb, and about
the size of a goose quill. Smear these pieces of wood over with pitch,
and have the whole in my tent within three hours.’


“As I walked away to obey this order, wondering what
it could all be
about, I heard him tell his chief house-carle to have all the men armed
and ready for action a little after sunset, as quietly as possible.


“Before the three hours were out, I returned to the
tent with the
two hundred pieces of cord prepared according to orders, and found old
Guttorm sitting with a great sack before him, and a look of perplexity
on his face that almost made me laugh. He was half-inclined to laugh
too, for the sack moved about in a strange way, as if it were alive!


“‘Kettle,’ said he, when I came
forward, ‘I need thy help here. I
have got some three hundred little birds in that sack, and I
don’t know
how to keep them in order, for they are fluttering about and killing
themselves right and left, so that I shall soon have none left alive
for my purpose. My thought is to tie one of these cords to a leg of
each bird, set the bit of stick on fire and let it go, so that when it
flies to its nest in the thatch it will set the houses in the castle on
fire. Now, what is thy advice?’


“‘Call as many of the men into the tent as
it will hold, and let
each catch a bird, and keep it till the cords are made fast; says
I.’


“This was done at once, but we had more trouble than
we expected,
for when the mouth of the sack was opened, out flew a dozen of the
birds before we could close it! The curtain of the tent was down,
however, so, after a good deal of hunting, we caught them again. When
the cords were tied to these the men were sent out of the tent, each
with a little bird in his hand, and with orders to go to his particular
post and remain there till further orders. Then another batch of men
came in, and they were supplied with birds and cords like the others;
but ye have no notion what trouble we had. I have seen a hundred viking
prisoners caught and held fast with half the difficulty and less noise!
Moreover, while some of the men squeezed the birds to death in their
fear lest they should escape, others let theirs go in their anxiety not
to hurt them, and the little things flew back to their nests with the
cords and bits of chip trailing after them. At last, however, all was
ready. The men were kept in hiding till after dark; then the little
chips were set on fire all at the same time, and the birds were let go.
It was like a shower of stars descending on the castle, for each bird
made straight for its own nest; but just as we were expecting to behold
the success of our plan, up jumped a line of men on the castle walls,
and by shouting and swinging their arms scared the birds away. We
guessed at once that the little birds which had escaped too soon with
the strings tied to their legs had been noticed, and the trick
suspected, for the men in the castle were well prepared. A few of the
birds flew over their heads, and managed to reach the roofs, which
caught fire at once; but wherever this happened, a dozen men ran at the
place and beat the fire out. The thing was wisely contrived, but it was
cleverly met and repelled, so we had only our trouble and the
disappointment for our pains.


“After this,” continued Kettle,
“old Guttorm became like a wolf. He
snarled at everyone who came near him for some time, but his passion
never lasted long. He soon fell upon another plan.


“There was a small river which ran at the foot of
the mound on which
the castle stood, and there were mudbanks on the side next to it, One
night we were all ordered to go to the mudbanks as quiet as mice, with
shovels and picks in our hands, and dig a tunnel under the castle. We
did so, and the first night advanced a long way, but we had to stop a
good while before day to let the dirt wash away and the water get clear
again, so that they might not suspect what we were about. The next
night we got under the castle wall, and on the fifth night had got well
under the great hall, for we could hear the men singing and shouting as
they sat at meat above us. We had then to work very carefully for fear
of making a noise, and when we thought it ready for the assault we took
our swords and shields with us, and Guttorm led the way. His chief
house-carle was appointed to drive through the floor, while Guttorm and
I stood ready to egg him on and back him up.


“We heard the men above singing and feasting as
usual, when suddenly
there was a great silence, for one of the big stones over our heads was
loosened, and they had evidently felt or seen it. Now was the time
come; so, while the house-carle shovelled off the earth, some of us got
our fingers in about the edge of the stone, and pulled with all our
force. Suddenly down it came and a man along with it. We knocked him on
the head at once, and gave a loud huzza as the house-carle sprang up
through the hole, caught a shower of blows on his shield, and began to
lay about him fiercely. Guttorm was very mad at the carle for going up
before him, but the carle was light and the old man was heavy, so he
could not help it. I was about to follow, when a man cut at my head
with a great axe as I looked up through the hole. I caught the blow on
my shield, and thrust my sword up into his leg, which made him give
back; but just at that moment the earth gave way under our feet, and a
great mass of stones and rubbish fell down on us, driving us all back
into the passage through which we had come, except the house-carle, who
had been caught by the enemy and dragged up into the hall. As soon as
we could get on our feet we tried to make for the hole again, but it
was so filled with earth and stones that we could not get forward a
step. Knowing, therefore, that it was useless to stay longer there, we
ran back to the entrance of the tunnel, but here we found a body of men
who had been sent out of the castle to cut off our retreat. We made
short work of these. Disappointment and anger had made every man of us
equal to two, so we hewed our way right through them, and got back to
the camp with the loss of only two men besides the house-carle.


“Next morning when it was daylight, the enemy
brought the poor
prisoner to the top of the castle wall, where they lopped off his head,
and, having cut his body into four pieces, they cast them down to us
with shouts of contempt.


“After this Guttorm Stoutheart appeared to lose all
his fire and
spirit. He sent for his chief men, and said that he was going to die,
and that it was his wish to be left to do so undisturbed. Then he went
into his tent, and no one was allowed after that to go near him except
his nephew.


“A week later we were told that Guttorm was dying,
and that he
wanted to be buried inside the castle; for we had discovered that the
people were what they called Christians, and that they had consecrated
ground there.


“When this was made known to the priests in the
castle they were
much pleased, and agreed to bury our chief in their ground, if we would
bring his body to a spot near the front gateway, and there leave it and
retire to a safe distance from the walls. There was some objection to
this at first, hit it was finally agreed to—only a request
was made
that two of the next of kin to Guttorm might be allowed to accompany
the body to the burial-place, as it would be considered a lasting
disgrace to the family if it were buried by strange hands when friends
were near. This request was granted on the understanding that the two
relations were to go into the castle unarmed.


“On the day of the funeral I was summoned to
Guttorm’s tent to help
to put him into his coffin, which had been made for him after the
pattern of the coffins used in that part of the country. When I entered
I found the nephew standing by the side of the coffin, and the old
Sea-king himself sitting on the foot of it.


“‘Thou art not quite dead yet?’
says I, looking hard in his face.


“‘Not yet,’ says he,
‘and I don’t expect to be for some time.’


“‘Are we to put you into the
coffin?’ I asked.


“‘Yes,’ says he, ‘and
see that my good axe lies ready to my hand.
Put thy sword on my left side, nephew, that thou mayst catch it
readily. They bury me in consecrated ground to-day, Kettle; and thou,
being one of my nearest of kin, must attend me to the grave! Thou must
go unarmed too, but that matters little, for thy sword can be placed on
the top of my coffin, along with thy shield, to do duty as the weapons
of the dead. When to use them I leave to thy well-known discretion.
Dost understand?’


“‘Your speech is not difficult for the
understanding to take in,’ says I.


“‘Ha! especially the understanding of an
Irishman,’ says he, with a
smile. ‘Well, help me to get into this box, and see that thou
dost not
run it carelessly against gate-posts; for it is not made to be roughly
handled!’


“With that old Guttorm lay back in the coffin, and
we packed in the
nephew’s sword and shield with him, and his own axe and
shield at his
right side. Then we fastened down the lid, and two men were called to
assist us in carrying it to the appointed place.


“As we walked slowly forward I saw that our men were
drawn up in a
line at some distance from the castle wall, with their heads hanging
down, as if they were in deep grief,—and so they were, for
only a few
were aware of what was going to be done; yet all were armed, and ready
for instant action. The appointed spot being reached, we put the coffin
on the ground, and ordered the two men, who were armed, to retire.


“‘But don’t go far away,
lads,’ says I; ‘for we have work for ye to
do.’


“They went back only fifty ells or so, and then
turned to look on.


“At the same time the gate of the castle opened, and
twelve priests
came out dressed in long black robes, and carrying a cross before them.
One of them, who understood the Norse language, said, as they came
forward—


“‘What meaneth the sword and
shield?’


“I told him that it was our custom to bury a
warrior’s arms along
with him. He seemed inclined to object to this at first, but thinking
better of it, he ordered four of his men to take up the coffin, which
they did, shoulder high, and marched back to the castle, closely
followed by the two chief mourners.


“No sooner had we entered the gateway, which was
crowded with
warriors, than I stumbled against the coffin, and drove it heavily
against one of the posts, and, pretending to stretch out my hands to
support it, I seized my sword and shield. At the same moment the lid of
the coffin flew into the air, the sides burst out, and old Guttorm
dropped to the ground, embracing two of the priests so fervently in his
descent that they fell on the top of him. I had only time to observe
that the nephew caught up his sword and shield as they fell among the
wreck, when a shower of blows from all directions called for the most
rapid action of eye and limb. Before Guttorm could regain his feet and
utter his war-cry, I had lopped off two heads, and the
nephew’s sword
was whirling round him like lightning flashes, but of course I could
not see what he did. The defenders fought bravely, and in the first
rush we were almost borne back; but in another moment the two men who
had helped us to carry the coffin were alongside of us; and now, having
a front of five stout men, we began to feel confident of success. This
was turned into certainty when we heard, a minute later, a great
rushing sound behind us, and knew that our men were coming on. Old
Guttorm swung his battle-axe as if it had been a toy, and, uttering a
tremendous roar, cut his way right into the middle of the castle. We
all closed in behind him; the foe wavered—they gave
way—at last they
turned and fled; for remembering, no doubt, how they had treated the
poor house-carle, they knew they had no right to expect mercy. In a
quarter of an hour the place was cleared, and the castle was
ours.”


“And what didst thou do with it?” asked
Alric, in much excitement.


“Do with it? Of course we feasted in it till we were
tired; then we
put as much of its valuables into our ships as they could carry, after
which we set the place on fire and returned to Norway.”


“’Twas well done, and a lucky
venture,” observed Solve Klofe.


Alric appeared to meditate for a few minutes, and then said
with a smile—


“If Christian the hermit were here he would say it
was ill done, and an unlucky venture for the men of the
castle.”


“The hermit is a fool,” said Solve.


“That he is not,” cried the boy,
reddening. “A braver and better man never drew bow. But he
has queer thoughts in his head.”


“That may be so. It matters naught to me,”
retorted Solve, rising
and going forward to the high prow of the ship, whence he looked out
upon the island-studded sea.—“Come, lads, change
hands again, and pull
with a will. Methinks a breeze will fill our sails after we pass yonder
point, and if so, we shall sleep to-night in Horlingdal.”











Chapter Twenty.


In which the Sky again becomes Overcast—The
War-token is sent out—Alric gets a Surprise, and a Berserk
catches a Tartar.


Erling the Bold was very fond of salmon-fishing, and it was
his
wont, when the weather suited, and nothing of greater importance
claimed his attention, to sally forth with a three-pronged spear to
fish in the Horlingdal river, which swarmed with salmon in the summer
season of the year.


One evening he left Haldorstede with his fishing-spear on his
shoulder, and went up to the river, accompanied by one of the
house-carles. They both wore shirts of mail, and carried shield and
sword, for these were not times in which men could venture to go about
unarmed. On reaching a place where the stream ran shallow among rocks,
our hero waded in, and at the first dart of his spear struck a fish of
about fifteen pounds weight, which he cast, like a bar of burnished
silver, on the grassy bank.


“That will be our supper to-night,”
observed the carle, as he disengaged the spear.


Erling made no reply, but in a few minutes he pulled out
another fish, and said, as he threw it down—


“That will do for a friend, should one chance to
turn in to us to-night.”


After that he tried again, but struck no more, although he
changed
his ground frequently; so he cast his eyes upwards as if to judge of
the time of evening, and appeared to doubt whether or not he should
persevere any longer.


“Try the foss,” suggested the house-carle;
“you seldom fail to get one there.”


“Well, I will try it. Do thou leave the fish under
that bush, and
follow me. It needs three big fish to make a good feast for my
father’s
household.”


“Besides,” said the carle,
“there is luck in an odd number, as Kettle Flatnose is fond
of telling us.”


They were about to ascend the bank to the track which led to
the
waterfall, about half a mile farther up the river, when their attention
was arrested by a shout; looking down the stream in the direction
whence it came, they saw a figure approaching them at full speed.


“That must be my brother Alric,” said
Erling, on hearing the shout repeated.


“It looks like him,” said the carle.


All doubt on the point was quickly set at rest by the lad, who
ran
at a pace which soon brought him near. Waving his cap above his head he
shouted—


“News! news! good news!”


“Out with thy news, then,” said Erling, as
Alric stood before him,
panting violently, “though I dare say the best news thou hast
to give
is that thou hast come back to us safe and well.”


“Hah! let me get wind! nay, I have better news than
that,” exclaimed
Alric; “Harald is coming—King Harald
Haarfager—with a monstrous fleet
of longships, cutters, dragons, and little boats, and a mighty host of
men, to lay waste Horlingdal with fire and sword, and burn us all
alive, perhaps eat us too, who knows!”


“Truly if this be good news,” said Erling,
with a laugh, “I hope I may never hear bad news. But where
got ye such news, Alric?”


“From the widow Gunhild, to be sure, who is true to
us as steel, and
comes all the way from Drontheim, out of love to thee, Erling, to tell
it. But, I say, don’t you think this good
news? I always thought you would give your best battle-axe to have a
chance of fighting Harald!”


“Aye, truly, for a chance of fighting Harald, but
not for that
chance coupled with the other chance of seeing Horlingdal laid waste
with fire and sword, to say nothing of being eaten alive, which, I
suppose, is thine own addition to the news, boy. But come, if this be
so, we do not well to waste time chattering here. Fetch the two fish,
carle. To-night we must be content with what luck lies in an even
number in spite of the opinion of Kettle Flatnose.—Come,
Alric, thou
canst tell me more of this as we hasten home.”


“But I have more good news than that to
tell,” said the lad, as they
hurried towards Haldorstede. “Solve Klofe with his men have
come back
with us—indeed, I may rather say that we have come back with
Solve, for
our own ship has been wrecked and lost, but Kettle and I and Thorer and
all the men were saved by Solve, with nearly everything belonging to
us, and all the booty. It is not more than an hour since we sailed into
the fiord, loaded to the shield-circle with, oh! such
splendid
things—gold, silver, cups, tankards, gems,
shawls—and—and I know not
what all, besides captives. It was just after we landed that a small
boat came round the ness from the north with the widow Gunhild in it,
and she jumped ashore, and told what she had seen and heard at
Drontheim, and that we may expect Ada’s father, King Hakon,
in his
longship, to our aid; perhaps he may be coming into the fiord even now
while we are talking. And—and, she said also that Rolf Ganger
had left
the King in a huff, and perhaps we might look for help from him too. So
methinks I bring good news, don’t I?”


“Good, aye, and stirring news, my boy,”
cried Erling striding onward
at such a pace that the carle with the fish was left behind, and Alric
was compelled to adopt an undignified trot in order to keep up with his
huge brother. “From this I see,” continued Erling
in a tone of deep
seriousness, “that the long-looked-for time is at last
approaching.
This battle that must surely come will decide the fate of freemen. King
Harald Haarfager must now be crushed, or Norway shall be enslaved.
Alric, my boy, thou hast been styled Lightfoot. If ever thou didst
strive to merit that title, strive this night as ye have never striven
before, for there is urgent need that every friendly blade in the land
should assemble in the dale without delay. I will send thee forth with
the split arrow as soon as I have seen and spoken with my
father.—Ha! I
see him coming. Go into the house, lad, and sup well and quickly, for
no sleep shall visit thine eyelids this night.”


Alric’s breast swelled with gratification at being
spoken to thus
earnestly and made of such importance by his brother, whom he admired
and loved with an intensity of feeling that no words can convey.
Looking up in his face with sparkling eyes, he gave him a little nod.
Erling replied with another little nod and a sedate smile, and the boy,
turning away, dashed into the house, at which they had now arrived.


“Hast heard the news, Erling?” asked
Haldor, as his son drew near.


“Aye, Alric has told it me.”


“What thinkest thou?”


“That the game is about to be played out.”


Haldor looked full in Erling’s face, and his own
noble countenance
glowed with an expression of majesty which cannot be described, and
which arose from the deep conviction that one of the most momentous
eras in his life had arrived—a period in which his own fate
and that of
all he held most dear would in all probability be sealed. Death or
victory, he felt assured, were now the alternatives; and when he
reflected on the great power of the King, and the stern necessity there
was for the exertion of not only the utmost bravery, but the most
consummate skill, his whole being glowed with suppressed emotion, while
his bearing betokened the presence, and bore the dignified stamp, of a
settled purpose to do his best, and meet his fate, for weal or woe,
manfully.


“Come,” said he, putting his arm within
that of his stout son, “let
us turn into the wood awhile. I would converse with thee on this
matter.”


“Alric is ready to start with the token,”
said Erling.


“I know it, my son. Let him sup first; the women
will care well for
him, for they will guess the work that lies before him. The people of
Ulfstede are with us to-night, and Glumm is here; but Glumm is not of
much use as a counsellor just now, poor fellow. It were kind to let him
be, until it is time to rouse him up to fight!”


A quiet smile played on Haldor’s lips as he thus
alluded to the
impossibility of getting Glumm to think of anything but love or
fighting at that time.


While the father and son strolled in the wood conversing
earnestly,
a noisy animated scene was presented in the great hall of Haldorstede;
for in it were assembled, besides the ordinary household, the family
from Ulfstede, a sprinkling of the neighbours, Gunhild and her men,
Guttorm Stoutheart, and Solve Klofe, with Kettle Flatnose, Thorer the
Thick, and the chief men who had arrived from the recent viking cruise;
all of whom were talking together in the utmost excitement, while the
fair Herfrida and her daughters and maids prepared a sumptuous meal.


In those days, and at such an establishment as that of Haldor
the
Fierce, it was not possible for friends to appear inopportunely. A
dozen might have “dropped in” to breakfast, dinner,
or supper, without
costing Dame Herfrida an anxious thought as to whether the cold joint
of yesterday “would do”, or something more must be
procured, for she
knew that the larder was always well stocked. When, therefore, a
miniature army of hungry warriors made a sudden descent upon her, she
was quite prepared for them—received them with the matronly
dignity and
captivating smile for which she was celebrated, and at once gave
directions to her commissariat department to produce and prepare meat
and drink suitable to the occasion.


The evening which had thus grown so unexpectedly big with
present
facts and future portents had begun in a very small way—in a
way
somewhat equivalent to the modern “small tea
party”. Ulf of Romsdal,
feeling a disposition “to make a night of it”, had
propounded to Dame
Astrid the idea of “going up to Haldorstede for the
evening.” His wife,
being amiably disposed, agreed. Hilda and Ada were equally willing, and
Glumm, who by a mere chance happened to be there at the time, could not
choose but accompany them!


The family at Haldorstede were delighted to see their friends.
Dame
Herfrida carried off Dame Astrid to her apartment to divest her of her
hat and mantle. Ingeborg bore off Ada, and the younger girls of the
household made away with Hilda, leaving Ulf to talk the politics of the
day with Haldor, while Glumm pretended to listen to them, but listened,
in reality, for Ada’s returning footsteps. In a short time
the fair
ones re-entered the hall, and there they had supper, or, more properly,
an interlude supper—a sort of supperlet, so to speak,
composed of cold
salmon, scones, milk, and ale, which was intended, no doubt, to give
them an appetite for the true supper that should follow ere long. Over
this supperlet they were all very talkative and merry, with the
exception, poor fellow, of Glumm, who sat sometimes glancing at, and
always thinking of, Ada, and pendulating, as usual, between the
condition of being miserably happy or happily miserable.


No mortal, save Glumm himself, could have told or conceived
what a
life Ada led him. She took him up by the neck, figuratively speaking,
and shook him again and again as a terrier shakes a rat, and dropped
him! But here the simile ceases, for whereas the rat usually crawls
away, if it can, and evidently does not want more, Glumm always wanted
more, and never crawled away. On the contrary, he crawled humbly back
to the feet of his tormentor, and by looks, if not words, craved to be
shaken again!


It was while Glumm was drinking this cup of mingled bliss and
torment, and the others were enjoying their supperlet, that Solve Klofe
and his men, and Kettle Flatnose, Thorer the Thick, and the
house-carles, burst clamorously into the hall, with old Guttorm
Stoutheart, who had met them on the beach. Scarcely had they got over
the excitement of this first invasion when the widow Gunhild and her
niece arrived to set the household ablaze with her alarming news. The
moment that Haldor heard it he dispatched Alric in search of Erling,
who, as we have seen, immediately returned home.


Shortly afterwards he and Haldor entered the hall.


“Ho! my men,” cried the latter,
“to arms, to arms! Busk ye for the
fight, and briskly too, for when Harald Haarfager lifts his hand he is
not slow to strike. Where is Alric?”


“Here I am, father.”


“Hast fed well, boy?”


“Aye, famously,” answered Alric, wiping
his mouth and tightening his belt.


“Take the war-token, my son, and see that thou speed
it well. Let it
not fail for want of a messenger. If need be, go all the round thyself,
and rest not as long as wind and limb hold out. Thy fighting days have
begun early,” he added in a softer tone, as he passed his
large hand
gently over the fair head of the boy, “perchance they will
end early.
But, whatever betide, Alric, quit thee like a man—as thou art
truly in
heart if not in limb.”


Such words from one who was not at any time lavish of praise
might,
a short time before, have caused the boy to hold up his head proudly,
but the last year of his life had been fraught with many lessons. He
listened with a heaving breast and beating heart indeed, but with his
head bent modestly down, while on his flushed countenance there was a
bright expression, and on his lips a glad smile which spoke volumes.
His father felt assured, as he looked at him, that he would never bring
discredit on his name.


“Ye know the course,” said Haldor;
“away!”


In another minute Alric was running at full speed up the glen
with
the war-token in his hand. His path was rugged, his race was wild, and
its results were striking. He merely shouted as he passed the windows
of the cottages low down in the dale, knowing that the men there would
be roused by others near at hand; but farther on, where the cottages
were more scattered, he opened the door of each and showed the token,
uttering a word or two of explanation during the brief moment he stayed
to swallow a mouthful of water or to tighten his belt.


At first his course lay along the banks of the river, every
rock and
shrub of which he knew. Farther on he left the stream on the right, and
struck into the mountains just as the sun went down.


High up on the fells a little cottage stood perched on a
cliff. It
was one of the “saeters” or mountain dairies where
the cattle were
pastured in summer long ago—just as they are at the present
day. Alric
ran up the steep face of the hill, doubled swiftly round the corner of
the enclosure, burst open the door, and, springing in, held up the
token, while he wiped the streaming perspiration from his face.


A man and his wife, with three stout sons and a comely
daughter,
were seated on a low bench eating their supper of thickened milk.


“The war-token!” exclaimed the men,
springing up, and, without a
moment’s delay, taking down and girding on the armour which
hung round
the walls.


“King Harald is on his way to the dale,”
said Alric; “we assemble at Ulfstede.”


“Shall I bear on the token?” asked the
youngest of the men.


“Aye; but go thou with it up the Wolf’s
Den Valley. I myself will bear it round by the Eagle Crag and the
coast.”


“That is a long way,” said the man, taking
his shield down from a peg in the wall.


Alric replied not, for he had already darted away, and was
again speeding along the mountain side.


Night had begun to close in, for the season had not yet
advanced to
the period of endless daylight. Far away in an offshoot vale, a bright
ruddy light gleamed through the surrounding darkness. Alric’s
eye was
fixed on it. His untiring foot sped towards it. The roar of a mighty
cataract grew louder on his ear every moment. He had to slacken his
pace a little, and pick his steps as he went on, for the path was
rugged and dangerous.


“I wonder if Old Hans of the Foss is at
home?” was the thought that passed through his mind as he
approached the door.


Old Hans himself answered the thought by opening the door at
that
moment. He was a short, thick-set, and very powerful man, of apparently
sixty years of age, but his eye was as bright and his step as light as
that of many a man of twenty.


“The war-token,” he said, almost gaily,
stepping back into the cottage as Alric leaped in. “What is
doing, son of Haldor?”


“King Harald will be upon us sooner than we wish.
Ulfstede is the
meeting-place. Can thy son speed on the token in the next
valley?”


The old warrior shook his head sadly, and pointed to a low
bed,
where a young man lay with the wasted features and bright eyes that
told of a deadly disease in its advanced stage.


An exclamation of regret and sympathy escaped from Alric.
“I cannot
go,” he said; “my course lies to the left, by the
Stor foss. Hast no
one to send?”


“I will go, father,” said a smart girl of
fifteen, who had been seated behind her mother, near the couch of the
sick man.


“Thou, bairn?”


“Yes, why not? It is only a league to Hawksdal,
where young Eric will gladly relieve me.”


“True,” said the old warrior, with a
smile, as he began to don his armour. “Go; I need not tell
thee to make haste!”


Alric waited to hear no more, but darted away as the little
maid tripped off in another direction.


Thus hour by hour the night passed by and Alric ran steadily
on his
course, rousing up all the fighting men in his passage through the
district. As he advanced, messengers with war-tokens were multiplied,
and, ere the morning’s sun had glinted on the mountain peaks
or lighted
up the white fields of the Justedal glacier, the whole country was in
arms, and men were crowding to the rendezvous.


Daylight had just commenced to illumine the eastern sky, when
Alric,
having completed his round, found himself once more on the cliffs above
the sea. But he was still six or eight miles from Ulfstede, and the
path to it along the top of the cliffs was an extremely rugged one.
Earnestly then did the poor boy wish that he had remembered to put a
piece of bread in his wallet before leaving home, but in his haste he
had forgotten to do so, and now he found himself weary, foot-sore, and
faint from exertion, excitement, and hunger, far from any human
habitation. As there was no remedy for this, he made up his mind to
take a short rest on the grass, and then set off for home as fast as
possible.


With this end in view he selected a soft spot, on a cliff
overlooking the sea, and lay down with a sigh of satisfaction. Almost
instantly he fell into a deep slumber, in which he lay, perfectly
motionless, for some hours. How long that slumber would have lasted it
is impossible to say, for it was prematurely and unpleasantly
interrupted.


In his cat-like creepings about the coast, Hauskuld the
berserk,
having obtained all the information that he thought would be of use to
his royal master, landed for the last time to reconnoitre the position
of Ulfstede, and see as much as he could of the doings of the people
before turning his prow again to the north. The spot where he ran his
boat ashore was at the foot of a steep cliff, up which he and a comrade
ascended with some difficulty.


At the top, to his surprise, he found a lad lying on the grass
sound
asleep. After contemplating him for a few minutes, and whispering a few
words to his comrade, who indulged in a broad grin, Hauskuld drew his
sword and pricked Alric on the shoulder with it. An electric shock
could not have been more effective. The poor boy sprang up with a loud
cry, and for a few seconds gazed at the berserks in bewilderment. Then
it flashed upon his awakening faculties that he was standing before
enemies, so he suddenly turned round and fled, but Hauskuld sprang
after him, and, before he had got three yards away, had caught him by
the nape of the neck with a grip that made him gasp.


“Ho, ho! my young fox, so ye thought to leave the
hounds in the
lurch? Come, cease thy kicking, else will I give thee an inch of steel
to quiet thee. Tell me thy name, and what thou art about here, and I
will consider whether to make use of thee or hurl thee over the
cliffs.”


By this time Alric had fully recovered his senses and his
self-possession. He stood boldly up before the berserk and
replied—


“My name is Alric—son of Haldor the
Fierce, out of whose way I
advise thee to keep carefully, if thou art not tired of life. I have
just been round with the war-token rousing the country.”


“A most proper occupation for an eaglet such as
thou,” said Hauskuld; “that is to say, if the cause
be a good one.”


“The cause is one of the best,” said Alric.


“Prithee, what may it be?”


“Self-defence against a tyrant.”


Hauskuld glanced at his comrade, and smiled sarcastically as
he asked—


“And who may this tyrant be?”


“Harald Haarfager, tyrant King of Norway,”
replied the lad stoutly.


“I thought so,” said Hauskuld, with a grim
twist of his features.
“Well, young eaglet, thou art worthy to be made mincemeat of
to feed
the crows, but it may be that the tyrant would like to dispose of thee
himself. Say now, whether will ye walk down that cliff quietly in front
of me, or be dragged down?”


“I would rather walk, if I must
go.”


“Well, thou must go,
therefore—walk, and see thou do it as
briskly as may be, else will I apply the spur, which thou hast felt
once already this morning. Lead the way, comrade; I will bring up the
rear to prevent the colt from bolting.”


As he knew that resistance would be useless, the boy promptly
and
silently descended the cliff with his captors, and entered the boat,
which was immediately pushed off and rowed along-shore.


“Now listen to me, Alric, son of Haldor,”
said Hauskuld, seating
himself beside his captive: “King Harald is not the tyrant
you take him
for; he is a good king, and anxious to do the best he can for Norway.
Some mistaken men, like your father, compel him to take strong measures
when he would fain take mild. If you will take me to a spot where I may
safely view the valley of Horlingdal, and tell me all you know about
their preparations for resistance, I will take you back to Drontheim,
and speak well of you to the King, who will not only reward you with
his favour, but make good terms, I doubt not, with your
father.”


The wily berserk had changed his tone to that of one who
addresses a
superior in rank while he thus tempted the boy; but he little guessed
the spirit of his captive.


“What!” he exclaimed scornfully;
“wouldst thou have me turn traitor to my own
father?”


“Nay, I would have you turn wise for the sake of
your father and
yourself. Think well of what I say, and all I ask of you is to guide me
to a good point of observation. There is a cave, they say, near
Ulfstede, with its mouth to the sea, and a secret entrance from the
land. No doubt I could find it myself with a little trouble, but it
would save time if you were to point it out.”


“Never!” exclaimed Alric sternly.


“Truly thou art a chip of the old tree,”
said Hauskuld, taking
Alric’s ear between his finger and thumb; “but
there are means to take
which have been known to bend stouter hearts than thine. Say, wilt thou
show me the cave?”


He pinched the ear with gradually increasing force as he
spoke, but
Alric neither spoke nor winced, although the blood which rushed to his
face showed that he felt the pain keenly.


“Well, well,” said the berserk, relaxing
his grip, “this is a
torture only fit for very small boys after all. Hand me the pincers,
Arne.”


One of the men drew in his oar, and from a locker pulled out a
pair
of large pincers, which he handed to his chief, who at once applied
them to the fleshy part at the back of Alric’s arm, between
the elbow
and the shoulder.


“When thou art willing to do as I bid thee, I will
cease to pinch,” said Hauskuld.


Poor Alric had turned pale at the sight of the pincers, for he
knew
well the use they would be put to; but he set his teeth tightly
together, and determined to endure it. As the pain increased the blood
rushed again to his face, but an extra squeeze of the instrument of
torture sent it rushing back with a deadly chill to his heart. In spite
of himself, a sharp cry burst from his lips. Turning suddenly round, he
clenched his right hand, and hit his tormentor on the mouth with such
force that his head was knocked violently against the steering oar, and
two or three of his front teeth were driven out.


“Thou dog’s whelp!” shouted
Hauskuld, as soon as he could speak.
“I’ll—”


He could say no more; but, grasping the boy by the hair of the
head,
he seized his sword, and would certainly have slain him on the spot,
had not the man named Arne interposed.


“The King will not thank thee for his
slaying,” said he, laying his hand on Hauskuld’s
arm.


The latter made no reply except to utter a curse, then,
dropping his
sword, he struck Alric a blow on the forehead with his fist, which
knocked him insensible into the bottom of the boat.


“Yonder is the mouth of the cave,”
exclaimed one of the men.


“It may be the one we look for,” muttered
Hauskuld. “Pull into it.”


So saying, he steered the boat into the cavern, and its keel
soon
grated on the gravelly beach inside. The sound aroused Alric, who at
first could not see, owing to the gloom of the place, and the effects
of the blow; but he was brought suddenly to a state of mental activity
and anxiety when he recognised the sides of the well-known cave. Rising
quickly but cautiously, he listened, and knew by the sounds that the
boatmen, of whom there were eight, were searching for an outlet towards
the land. He therefore slipped over the side of the boat, and hastened
towards the darkest side of the cave, but Hauskuld caught sight of him.


“Ha! is the little dog trying to get
away?” he shouted, running after him.


The lad formed his plan instantly. “Come on,
Hauskuld,” he shouted,
with a wild laugh; “I will show thee the outlet, and get out
before
thee too.”


He then ran to the inner part of the cave that was farthest
from the
secret opening, shouting as he ran, and making as much noise as
possible. The berserk and his men followed. The instant he reached the
extremity of the place Alric became as silent as a mouse, kicked off
his shoes, and ran nimbly round by the intricate turnings of the inner
wall, until he came to the foot of the dark natural staircase, which
has been referred to at the beginning of our tale. Up this he bounded,
and reached the open air above, while his pursuers were still knocking
their shins and heads on the rocks at the wrong end of the cave below.


Without a moment’s pause the exulting boy dashed
away towards
Ulfstede. He had not run two hundred yards, however, when he observed
three men standing on the top of the little mound to which the people
of Ulfstede were wont to mount when they wished to obtain an
uninterrupted view of the valley and the fiord. They hailed him at that
moment, so he turned aside, and found, on drawing near, that they were
his brother Erling, Glumm the Gruff, and Kettle Flat-nose.


“Why, Alric!” exclaimed Erling in
surprise, on seeing the boy’s swelled and bloody face,
“what ails thee?”


“Quick, come with me, all of ye! There is work for
your swords at
hand. Lend me thy sword, Erling. It is the short one, and the axe will
be enough for thee.”


The excited lad did not wait for permission, but snatched the
sword
from his brother’s side, and without further explanation, ran
back
towards the cliffs, followed closely by the astonished men. He made
straight for the hole that led to the cave, and was about to leap into
it when Hauskuld stepped out and almost received him in his arms.
Before the berserk could plant his feet firmly on the turf, Alric
heaved up his brother’s sword and brought it down on
Hauskuld’s head
with right good will. His arm, however, had not yet received power to
cleave through a steel helmet, but the blow was sufficient to give it
such a dint that its wearer tumbled back into the hole, and went
rattling down the steep descent heels over head into the cave. The boy
leaped down after him, but Hauskuld, although taken by surprise and
partially stunned, had vigour enough left to jump up and run down to
the boat. His men, on hearing the noise of his fall, had also rushed to
the boat, and pushed off. The berserk sprang into the water, and swam
after them, just as his pursuers reached the cave. Seeing this, his men
being safe beyond pursuit, lay on their oars and waited for him. But
Hauskuld’s career had been run out. Either the fall had
stunned him, or
he was seized with a fit, for he suddenly raised himself in the water,
and, uttering a cry that echoed fearfully in the roof of the cavern, he
sank to the bottom. Still his men waited a minute or two, but seeing
that he did not rise again, they pulled away.


“It is unlucky that they should have escaped
thus,” said Alric, “for they go to tell King Harald
what they have seen.”


“Friends,” said Erling, “I have
a plan in my head to cheat the King.
I shall send Thorer round with my Swan to this cave, and here let it
lie, well armed and provisioned, during the battle that we shall have
to fight with Harald ere long. If ill luck should be ours, those of us
who survive will thus have a chance of escaping with the
women.”


“What need is there of that?” said Glumm;
“we are sure to give him the tooth-ache!”


“We are sure of nothing in this world,”
replied Erling, “save that
the sun will rise and set and the seasons will come and go. I shall do
as I have said, chiefly for the sake of the women, whom I should not
like to see fall into the hands of King Harald; and I counsel thee to
do the same with thy small ship the Crane. It can well be spared, for
we are like to have a goodly force of men and ships, if I mistake not
the spirit that is abroad.”


“Well, I will do it,” said Glumm.


“And Alric will not object, I dare say, to stand
sentinel over the
ships in the cave with two or three men till they are
wanted,” said
Erling.


“That will not I,” cried Alric, who was
delighted to be employed in
any service rather than be left at home, for his father, deeming him
still too young, had strictly forbidden him to embark in the fleet.


“Well then, the sooner this is set about the
better,” said Erling, “for there is no counting on
the movements of the King.”


“Humph!” ejaculated Glumm.


“Ill luck to the tyrant!” said Kettle
Flatnose, as they turned and left the cave.











Chapter Twenty One.


Glumm gains a Great Private Victory—The Dalesmen
assemble to fight
for Freedom—The Foe appears, and the Signal of Battle is
sounded.


Again we return to the mound near Ulfstede, the top of which
was now
bathed in the rays of the morning sun—for the day had only
begun, the
events narrated at the end of the last chapter having occurred within a
period of less than three hours.


Here stood the fair Hilda and the volatile Ada, the former
leaning
on the arm of the latter, and both gazing intently and in silence on
the heart-stirring scene before them. Once again Horlingdal with its
fiord was the scene of an assembly of armed men, but this time the
concourse was grander, because much greater, than on a previous
occasion. Men had learned by recent events that momentous changes were
taking place in the land. The news of the King’s acts had
been carried
far and wide. Everyone felt that a decisive blow was about to be struck
somewhere, and although many hundreds had little or no opinion of their
own as to what was best for the interests of the kingdom, they knew
that a side must be taken, and were quite willing to take that which
appeared to be the right, or which seemed most likely to win, while a
large proportion of them were intelligently and resolutely opposed to
the King’s designs. Thus, when the war-token was sent round,
it was
answered promptly. Those who dwelt nearest to the place of rendezvous
were soon assembled in great numbers, and, from the elevated point on
which the girls stood, their glittering masses could be seen on the
shore, while they launched their longships and loaded them with
stones—the ammunition of those days—or passed
briskly to and fro with
arms and provisions; while all up the valley, as far as the eye could
see, even to the faint blue distance, in the haze of which the glaciers
and clouds and mountain tops seemed to commingle, troops of armed men
could be seen pouring down from gorge and glen, through wood and furze
and fen. On the fiord, too, the same activity and concentration
prevailed, though not quite to the same extent. Constantly there swept
round the promontories to the north and south, boat after boat, and
ship after ship, until the bay close below Ulfstede was crowded with
war-craft of every size—their gay sails, and in some cases
gilded masts
and figureheads, glancing in the sunshine, and their shield-circled
gunwales reflected clearly in the sea.


“What a grand sight!” exclaimed Ada with
enthusiasm, as she listened to the deep-toned hum of the busy multitude
below.


“Would God I had never seen it!” said her
companion.


“Out upon thee, Hilda! I scarce deem thee fit to be
a free Norse maiden. Such a scene would stir the heart of
stone.”


“It does stir my heart
strangely, sister,” replied Hilda, “I
scarcely can explain how. I feel exultation when I see the might of our
district, and the bold bearing of our brave and brisk men; but my heart
sinks again when I think of what is to come—the blood of men
flowing
like water, death sweeping them down like grain before the sickle; and
for what? Ada, these go not forth to defend us from our enemies, they
go to war with brothers and kindred—with Norsemen.”


Ada beat her foot impatiently on the sod, and frowned a little
as she said—


“I know it well enough, but it is a grand sight for
all that, and it
does no good to peep into the future as thou art doing
continually.”


“I do not peep,” replied Hilda;
“the future stares me full in the face.”


“Well, let it stare, sister mine,” said
Ada, with a laugh, as she cleared her brow, “and stare past its
face at what lies before thee at present, which is beautiful enough,
thou must allow.”


At that moment there seemed to be increasing bustle and energy
on
the part of the warriors on the shore, and the murmur of their voices
grew louder.


“What can that mean, I wonder?” said Ada.


“Fresh news arrived, perhaps,” replied her
friend. “The Christians’ God grant that this war
may be averted!”


“Amen, if it be His will,” said a deep
voice behind the girls, who
turned and found the hermit standing at their side. “But,
Hilda,” he
continued, “God does not always answer our prayers in the way
we
expect—sometimes because we pray for the wrong thing, and
sometimes
because we pray that the right thing may come to us in the wrong way. I
like best to end my petitions with the words of my dear Saviour Jesus
Christ— ‘Thy will be done.’ Just now it
would seem as if war were
ordained to go on, for a scout has just come in to say that King Harald
with his fleet is on the other side of yonder point, and I am sent to
fetch thee down to a place of safety without delay.”


“Who sent thee?” demanded Ada.


“Thy foster-father.”


“Methinks we are safe enough here,” she
said, with a gesture of impatience.


“Aye, if we win the day, but not if we lose
it,” said the old man.


“Come,” said Hilda, “we must
obey our father.”


“I have no intention of disobeying him,”
retorted the other, tossing her head.


Just then Alric ran up with a look of anxiety on his swelled
and blood-stained face.


“Come, girls, ye are in the way here.
Haste—ah! here comes Erling—and Glumm
too.”


The two young men ran up the hill as he spoke.


“Come with us quickly,” cried Erling;
“we do not wish the King’s
people to see anyone on this mound. Let me lead thee down,
Hilda.”


He took her by the hand and led her away. Glumm went forward
to Ada,
whose old spirit was evidently still alive, for she glanced at the
hermit, and appeared as if inclined to put herself under his
protection, but there was something in Glumm’s expression
that arrested
her. His gruffness had forsaken him, and he came forward with an
unembarrassed and dignified bearing. “Ada,” he
said, in a gentle but
deliberate voice, while he gazed into her face so earnestly that she
was fain to drop her eyes, “thou must decide my fate now.
To-day it is likely I shall fight my last battle in my fatherland.
Death will be abroad on the fiord, more than willing to be courted by
all who choose to woo him. Say, dear maid, am I to be thy protector or
not?”


Ada hesitated, and clasped her hands tightly together, while
the
tell-tale blood rushed to her cheeks. Glumm, ever stupid on these
matters, said no other word, but turned on his heel and strode quickly
away.


“Stay!” she said.


She did not say this loudly, but Glumm heard it, turned round,
and
strode back again. Ada silently placed her hand in his—it
trembled as
she did so—and Glumm led her down the hill.


The girls were escorted by their lovers only as far as
Ulfstede.
With all the other women of the place, and the old people, they were
put under the care of the hermit, who conveyed them safely to
Haldorstede, there to await the issue of the day.


Meanwhile, Haldor, Erling, Glumm, Hakon of Drontheim, Ulf,
Guttorm
Stoutheart, and all the other Sea-kings, not only of Horlingdal, but of
the surrounding valleys, with a host of smaller bonders, unfreemen, and
thralls, went down to the shores of the bay and prepared for battle.


It is needless to say that all were armed to the
teeth—with coats of
mail and shirts of wolf-skin; swords and battle-axes, bows and arrows,
halberds and spears, “morning stars” and bills,
scythes, javelins,
iron-shod poles—and many other weapons.


The principal ships of the fleet were of course those
belonging to
Haldor, Ulf, and the wealthier men of the district. Some of these were
very large—having thirty benches of rowers, and being capable
of
carrying above a hundred and fifty men. All of them were more or less
decorated, and a stately brilliant spectacle they presented, with their
quaint towering figureheads, their high poops, shield-hung sides, and
numerous oars. Many proud thoughts doubtless filled the hearts of these
Sea-kings as they looked at their ships and men, and silently wended
their way down to the strand. In the case of Haldor and Erling,
however, if not of others, such thoughts were tempered with the feeling
that momentous issues hung on the fate of the day.


Well was it for all concerned that the men who led them that
day
were so full of forethought and energy, for scarcely had they completed
their preparations and embarked their forces when the ships of Harald
Fairhair swept round the northern promontory.


If the fleet of the small kings of Horlingdal and the south
was
imposing, that of the King of Norway was still more so. Besides, being
stronger in numbers, and many of the warships being
larger—his own huge
vessel, the Dragon, led the van, appearing like a gorgeous and gigantic
sea-monster.


The King was very proud of this longship. It had recently been
built
by him, and was one of the largest that had ever been seen in Norway.
The exact dimensions of it are not now known, but we know that it had
thirty-two banks for rowers, from which we may infer that it must have
been of nearly the same size with the Long Serpent, a war vessel of
thirty-four banks, which was built about the end of the tenth century,
and some of the dimensions of which are given in the Saga of Olaf
Tryggvesson. The length of her keel that rested on the grass, we are
told, was about 111 feet, which is not far short of the length of the
keel of one of our forty-two gun frigates. As these warships were long
in proportion to their breadth, like our modern steamers, this speaks
to a size approaching 400 tons burden. As we have said, the Dragon was
a gorgeous vessel. It had a high poop and forecastle, a low waist, or
middle part, and a splendidly gilt and painted stern, figurehead, and
tail. The sides, which were, as usual, hung round with the red and
white painted shields of the crew, were pierced for sixty-four oars,
that is, thirty-two on each side, being two oars to each bank or bench,
and as there were three men to each oar, this gave a total crew of 192
men; but in truth the vessel contained, including steersmen and
supernumeraries, above 200 men. Under the feet of the rowers, in the
waist, were chests of arms, piles of stones to be used as missiles,
provisions, clothing, goods, and stores, all of which were protected by
a deck of movable hatches. On this deck the crew slept at nights,
sheltered by an awning or sail, when it was not convenient for them to
land and sleep on the beach in their tents, with which all the vessels
of the Norsemen were usually supplied. There was but one great mast,
forty feet high, and one enormous square sail to this ship. The mast
was tipped with gilding, and the sail was of alternate strips of red,
white, and blue cloth. Each space between the banks served as the berth
of six or eight men, and was divided into half
berths—starboard and
larboard—for the men who worked the corresponding oars. On
the richly
ornamented poop stood the King himself, surrounded by his bodyguard and
chief men of the Court, including Jarl Rongvold and Thiodolph the
scald. From the stem to the mid-hold was the forecastle, on which were
stationed the King’s berserkers, under Hake of Hadeland. All
the men of
Hake’s band were splendid fellows; for King Harald, having a
choice of
men from the best of every district, took into his house troop only
such as were remarkable for strength, courage, and dexterity in the use
of their weapons.


It must not be supposed that the rest of Harald’s
fleet was composed
of small vessels. On the contrary, some of them were not far short of
his own in point of size. Many of his jarls were wealthy men, and had
joined him, some with ten or twenty, and others with thirty, or even
forty, ships of various sizes. Many of them had from twenty to thirty
banks for rowers, with crews of 100 or 150 men. There were also great
numbers of cutters with ten or fifteen banks, and from thirty to fifty
men in each, besides a swarm of lesser craft, about the size of our
ordinary herring boats.


There were many men of note in this fleet, such as King Sigurd
of
Royer and Simun’s sons; Onund and Andreas; Nicolas
Skialdvarsson;
Eindrid, a son of Mörnef, who was the most gallant and popular
man in
the Drontheim country, and many others; the whole composing a
formidable force of seven or eight thousand warriors.


With Haldor the Fierce, on the other hand, there was a goodly
force
of men and ships; for the whole south country had been aroused, and
they came pouring into the fiord continuously. Nevertheless they did
not number nearly so large a force as that under King Harald. Besides
those who have been already named, there were Eric, king of Hordaland;
Sulke, king of Rogaland, and his brother Jarl Sote; Kiotve the Rich,
king of Agder, and his son Thor Haklang; also the brothers Roald Ryg,
and Hadd the Hard, of Thelemark, besides many others. But their whole
number did not exceed four thousand men; and the worst of it all was
that among these there were a great many of the smaller men, and a few
of the chiefs whose hearts were not very enthusiastic in the cause, and
who had no very strong objection to take service under Harald Fairhair.
These, however, held their peace, because the greater men among them,
and the chief leaders, such as Haldor and Ulf, were very stern and
decided in their determination to resist the King.


Now, when the report was brought that Harald’s fleet
had doubled the
distant cape beyond Hafurdsfiord, the people crowded to the top of the
cliffs behind Ulfstede to watch it; and when it was clearly seen that
it was so much larger than their own, there were a few who began to say
that it would be wiser to refrain from resistance; but Haldor called a
Thing together on the spot by sound of horn, and a great many short
pithy speeches were made on both sides of the question. Those who were
for war were by far the most able men, and so full of fire that they
infused much of their own spirit into those who heard them. Erling in
particular was very energetic in his denunciation of the illegality of
Harald’s proceedings; and even Glumm plucked up heart to leap
to his
feet and declare, with a face blazing with wrath, that he would rather
be drowned in the fiord like a dog, or quit his native land for ever,
than remain at home to be the slave of any man!


Glumm was not, as the reader is aware, famed for eloquence;
nevertheless the abruptness of his fiery spirit, the quick rush of his
few sputtered words, and the clatter of his arms, as he struck his fist
violently against his shield, drew from the multitude a loud burst of
applause. He had in him a good deal of that element which we moderns
call “go”. Whatever he did was effectively done.


The last who spoke was Solve Klofe. That redoubtable warrior
ascended the hill just as Glumm had finished his remarks. He
immediately stood forward, and raised his hand with an impassioned
gesture. “Glumm is right,” he cried. “It
is now clear that we have but
one course to take; and that is to rise all as one man against King
Harald, for although outnumbered, we still have strength enough to
fight for our ancient rights. Fate must decide the victory. If we
cannot conquer, at all events we can die. As to becoming his servants,
that is no condition for us! My father thought it
better to
fall in battle than to go willingly into King Harald’s
service, or
refuse to abide the chance of weapons like the Numedal kings.”


“That is well spoken,” cried Haldor, after
the shout with which this
was received had subsided. “The Thing is at an end, and now
we shall
make ready, for it can be but a short time until we meet. Let the
people take their weapons, and every man be at his post, so that all
may be ready when the war-horn sounds the signal to cast off from the
land. (See note 1.) Then let us throw off at once, and together, so
that none go on before the rest of the ships, and none lag behind when
we row out of the fiord. When we meet, and the battle begins, let
people be on the alert to bring all our ships in close order, and ready
to bind them together. Let us spare ourselves in the beginning, and
take care of our weapons, that we do not cast them into the sea, or
shoot them away in the air to no purpose. But when the fight becomes
hot, and the ships are bound together, then let
each man show what spirit is in him, and how well he can fight for
country, law, and freedom!”


A loud ringing cheer was the answer to this speech, and then
the
whole concourse hurried down the hill and embarked; the vessels were
quickly arranged in order according to their size; the war-horn
sounded; thousands of oars dipped at the same moment, the blue waters
of the fiord were torn into milky foam, and slowly, steadily, and in
good order the fleet of the Sea-kings left the strand, doubled the cape
to the north of Horlingfiord, and advanced in battle array to meet the
foe.



Note 1. Signals by call of trumpet were well understood in
those
times. We read, in the ancient Sagas, of the trumpet-call to arm, to
advance, to attack, to retreat, to land, and also to attend a Court
Thing, a House Thing, a General Thing. These instruments were made of
metal, and there were regular trumpeters.











Chapter Twenty Two.


Describes a Great Sea Fight and its Consequences.


Harald Fairhair stood on the poop of the great Dragon, and
held the
steering oar. When he saw the fleet of the Sea-kings approaching, he
called Jarl Rongvold to him and said—


“Methinks, jarl, that I now see the end of this war
with the small
kings. It is easy to perceive that the utmost force they are able to
raise is here. Now, I intend to beat them to-day, and break their
strength for ever. But when the battle is over, many of them will seek
to escape. I would prevent that as much as may be.”


The King paused, as if engaged in deep thought.


“How do you propose to do it, sire?”


“By means of a boom,” said the King.
“Go thou, summon hither the
trustiest man in the fleet for such a purpose, let him detach as many
men and ships as he deems needful, and go into yonder small fiord where
there is a pine wood on the hillside. There let him make a long and
strong boom of timber, while we are engaged in the fight. I will drive
as many of the ships as I can into Horlingfiord, and when that is done
let him come out and stretch the boom right across, so that none of
them shall escape. And, harkee, see that the man thou choosest for this
duty is an able man, and does it well, else shall his head be lopped
off.”


After issuing this command the King resigned the helm, and
ordered
his banner to be set up, which was done immediately. At the same time
his opponents shook out their banners, and both fleets were put in
order of battle.


As both were arrayed much in the same way, it will be
sufficient to
describe the arrangements made by Haldor the Fierce, who had been
elected commander-in-chief of the small kings’ fleet.


When Haldor saw the King’s banner displayed, he
unfurled his own in
the centre of the fleet, and arranged his force for attack right
against it. Alongside of him on the right was Ulf of Romsdal with
thirty ships, and on his left was old Guttorm Stoutheart with
twenty-five ships. These composed the centre of the line. Kettle
Flatnose commanded the men on the forecastle in Ulf’s
longship, and
Thorer the Thick was over those in Haldor’s vessel.


The right wing was commanded by Solve Klofe, under whom were
Eric of
Hordaland with fifteen ships; Sulke of Rogaland and his brother Sote
with thirty ships, as well as Kiotve of Agder, and some others with
many ships—all of large size.


The left wing was led by King Hakon of Drontheim, under whom
were
Roald Ryg and Hadd the Hard, and Thor Haklang, with a good many ships.
Solve Klofe laid his ships against King Harald’s left wing,
which was
under Eindrid, son of Mörnef, and Hakon laid his against King
Sigurd of
Royer, who led Harald’s right wing. All the chiefs on either
side laid
their ships according as they were bold or well equipped. When all was
ready, they bound the ships together by the stems, and advanced towards
each other at the sound of the war-trumpet. But as the fleets were so
large, many of the smaller vessels remained loose, and, as it were,
went about skirmishing independently. These were laid forward in the
fight, according to the courage of their commanders, which was very
unequal.


Among these roving warriors were our heroes Erling and Glumm,
each in one of his own small cutters, with about forty men.


As soon as the war-blast sounded the men rode forward to the
attack,
and soon narrowed the small space that lay between the hostile fleets.
Then Haldor and the other commanders went down to the sides of their
ships, where the men stood so thick that their shields touched all
round, and encouraged them to fight well for the freedom of old
Norway—to which they replied with loud huzzas. Immediately
after the
air was darkened with a cloud of arrows, and the fight began.


There were scalds in both fleets at that fight, these
afterwards wrote a poem descriptive of it, part of which we now quote:



  “With falcon eye and courage bright,


Haldor the Fierce prepared for fight;


‘Hand up the arms to one and all!’


He cries. ‘My men, we’ll win or fall!


Sooner than fly, heaped on each other,


Each man will fall across his brother!’


Thus spake, and through his vessels’ throng


His mighty warship moved along.


He ran her gaily to the front,


To meet the coming battle’s brunt—


Then gave the word the ships to bind


And shake his banner to the wind.


Our oars were stowed, our lances high


Swung to and fro athwart the sky.


Haldor the Fierce went through the ranks,


Drawn up beside the rowers’ banks,


Where rows of shields seemed to enclose


The ship’s deck from the boarding foes,


Encouraging his chosen crew,


He tells his brave lads to stand true,


And rows against—while arrows sing—


The Dragon of the tyrant King.


With glowing hearts and loud huzzas,


His men lay on in freedom’s cause.


The sea-steeds foam; they plunge and rock:


The warriors meet in battle shock;


The ring-linked coats of strongest mail


Could not withstand the iron hail.


The fire of battle raged around;


Odin’s steel shirts flew all unbound.


The pelting shower of stone and steel,


Caused many a Norseman stout to reel,


The red blood poured like summer rain;


The foam was scarlet on the main;


But, all unmoved like oak in wood,


Silent and grim fierce Haldor stood,


Until his axe could reach the foe—


Then—swift he thundered blow on blow.


And ever, as his axe came down,


It cleft or crushed another crown.


Elsewhere the chiefs on either side


Fought gallantly above the tide.


King Hakon pressed King Sigurd sore,


And Ulf made Hake the berserk roar,


And Kettle Flatnose dared to spring


On board the ship of Norway’s King.


Old Guttorm Stoutheart’s mighty shout


Above the din was heard throughout,


And Solve Klofe, ’gainst Mörnef’s son,


Slew right and left till day was done.


While, all around the loose ships rowed—


Where’er they went the red stream flowed.


Chief among these was Erling bold


And Glumm the Gruff, of whom ’tis told


They rushed in thickest of the fray—


Whatever part the line gave way—


And twice, and thrice, retrieved the day.


But heart, and strength, and courage true,


Could not avail where one fought two.


King Harald, foremost in the fight,


With flashing sword, resistless might,


Pushed on and slew, and dyed with red


The bright steel cap on many a head.


Against the hero’s shield in vain,


The arrow-storm sends forth its rain.


The javelins and spear-thrusts fail


To pierce his coat of ringèd mail.


The King stands on the blood-stained deck;


Trampling on many a foeman’s neck;


And high above the dinning stound


Of helm and axe, and ringing sound


Of blade, and shield, and raven’s cry


Is heard the shout
of—‘Victory!’”






In this poem the scald gives only an outline of the great
fight. Let
us follow more closely the action of those in whom we are peculiarly
interested.


For more than two hours the battle raged with unabated
fury—victory
inclining to neither side; but as the day advanced, the energy with
which Solve Klofe pushed the right wing began to tell, and the
King’s
men gave way a little at that part. Harald, however, was on the alert.
He sent some of his loose ships to reinforce them, and so regained his
position. A short time after that, some of Solve’s ships were
boarded,
but at that moment Erling and Glumm chanced to pass in their
cutters—for they kept always close together—and
they gave such a shout,
while they turned and pulled to the rescue, that the men, who were
wavering, took heart again and drove the foe overboard. Just then the
ship on the right of Solve Klofe’s vessel was also boarded by
the
enemy. Seeing this, Erling called to Glumm that there was need of
succour there, and they rowed swiftly to the spot.


“Art thou hard pressed, Solve?” asked
Erling, as he ranged up to the stern of his friend’s ship.


Solve was so furious that he could not answer, but pointed to
the
ship next his, and sprang on the edge of his own, intending to leap
into that of the enemy, and get to the forefront. At the same time
Eindrid, son of Mörnef, stood up on the high foredeck of his
ship with
a large stone in his hand. He was a very powerful man, and hurled the
stone with such force against Solve’s shield that it battered
him down,
and he fell back into his own ship much stunned. Seeing this, Erling
bade two of his men follow him, leaped into Solve’s ship, and
thence
into the one where the fight was sharpest. Glumm followed him closely
with his long two-handed sword, and these two fought so dreadfully that
Eindrid’s men were driven back into their own ship again.
Then Erling
ran to the place where the high stern was wedged between two of the
enemy’s ships, and sprang on the forecastle of
Eindrid’s ship.


“Thou art a bold man!” said Eindrid,
turning on him.


“That may be as thou sayest,” replied
Erling, at the same time
catching a thrust on his shield, which he returned with such interest
with his axe that Eindrid’s head was nearly severed from his
body. At
the same moment Glumm cut down a famous berserk who ran at him, and in
a few minutes they had cleared the deck of the ship, and taken
possession of it. But this was scarcely accomplished when a cry arose
that the left wing under King Hakon was giving way.


At once Erling and Glumm ran back to their cutters, and made
towards
that part of the line, followed by several of the loose ships. Here
they found that King Hakon was very hard pressed by Sigurd of Royer, so
they pushed in among the ships, and soon Erling’s well-known
war-cry
was heard, and his tall form was seen sweeping men down before him with
his great axe, like a mower cutting grass. Glumm, however, did not keep
close to him this time, but made direct for Hakon’s ship, for
he
remembered that he was Ada’s father, and thought he might do
him some
service.


As he was coming near he saw Swankie, a famous berserk,
fighting
furiously on board Hakon’s ship, and roaring, as was the wont
of
berserkers sometimes, like a wild bull. Hakon’s men had
formed a
shield-circle round their chief, and were defending him bravely; but
the berserk was an uncommonly stout man, very brisk and active, and
exceedingly furious, as well as dexterous with his weapons. He slew so
many men that the shield-circle was broken, and he made at Hakon just
as Glumm leaped into the ship at the stern. King Hakon was a stout man
and brave, but he was getting old, and not so active as he used to be.
Nevertheless he met Swankie like a man, and dealt him a blow on his
helmet which made him stagger. The berserk uttered a fearful roar, and
struck at Hakon so fiercely that he split the upper part of his shield
and cut open his helmet. Hakon fell, but before he could repeat the
blow Glumm was upon him.


“What! is it thou, Swankie?” he cried.
“Dog, methought I had killed thee long ago!”


“That is yet to be done,” cried the
berserk, leaping upon Glumm with
a sweeping blow of his sword. Glumm stooped quickly, and the blow
passed over his head; then he fetched a sudden cut at Swankie, and
split him down from the neck to the waist, saying, “It is
done now,
methinks,” as he drew out his sword. Glumm did not go
forward, but let
his men drive back the foe, while he turned and kneeled beside Hakon.


“Has the dog hurt thee badly?” he asked,
raising the old warrior’s
head on his knee, and speaking in a voice of almost womanly tenderness.


Hakon made an effort to speak, but for some time was unable to
do
so, and Glumm held his shield over him to keep off the stones and
arrows which fell thickly around them. After a few moments Hakon wiped
away the blood which flowed from a deep wound in his forehead, and
looked up wildly in Glumm’s face. He tried again to speak,
and Glumm,
misunderstanding the few words he muttered, said: “Thou art
already
avenged, King Hakon; Swankie the berserk is dead.”


The dying man made another effort to speak, and was successful.


“That concerns me little, Glumm. Thou lovest Ada, I
know. This
ring—take it to her, say her father’s last thoughts
were of her. Be a
good husband, Glumm. The brooch—see.”


“Which?” asked Glumm, looking at several
silver brooches with which
the old warrior’s armour was
fastened—“this one on thy breast?”


“Aye, take it—it was—her
mother’s.”


The warrior’s spirit seemed to be relieved when he
had said this. He
sank down into a state resembling sleep. Once or twice afterwards he
opened his eyes and gazed up into the bright sky with a doubtful yet
earnest and enquiring gaze. Gradually the breathing became fainter,
until it ceased altogether, and Glumm saw that the old man was dead.


Fastening the brooch on his own broad chest, and putting the
ring on
his finger, Glumm rose, seized his sword, and rushed again into the
thick of the fight with tenfold more fury than he had yet displayed,
and ere long the danger that threatened the left wing was for the time
averted.


Meanwhile in the centre there was an equally uncertain and
obstinate
conflict—for the chiefs on either side were mighty men of
valour.
Wherever Old Guttorm’s voice was heard, there victory
inclined. Haldor,
on the other hand, did not shout, but he laid about him with such wild
ferocity that many men quailed at the very sight of him, and wherever
he went he was victorious. It was some time before he managed to get
alongside of King Harald Fairhair’s ship, but when he did so
the fight
became sharp in the extreme.


All the men in King Harald’s ship, except the
berserks, were clad in
coats of ring mail, and wore foreign helmets, and most of them had
white shields. Besides, as has been said, each man was celebrated for
personal strength and daring, so that none of those who were opposed to
them could make head against them. The arrows and spears fell harmless
from their shields, casques, and coats of mail, and it was only now and
then—as when a shaft happened to enter a man’s
eye—that any fell. When
Haldor’s forecastle men attacked the berserkers on the high
fore deck
of the Dragon, the fighting was terrible, for the berserkers all roared
aloud and fought with the wild fury of madmen, and so fierce was their
onslaught that Haldor’s men were forced at first to give
back. But
Thorer the Thick guarded himself warily, and being well armed escaped
injury for a time. When he saw the berserkers beginning to flag, he
leaped forward like a lion, and hewed them down right and left, so that
his men drove the enemy back into the Dragon. Some of them slipped on
the gun-wales, and so did some of Haldor’s men, all of whom
fell into
the sea, and a few of them were drowned, while others were killed, but
one or two escaped by swimming.


Ulf’s ship was also pretty close to the Dragon, and
he wished
greatly to board it, but was so hard beset by the ship of Nicolas
Skialdvarsson that he could not do so for a long time. Here Kettle
Flatnose did prodigies of valour. He stood on the high fore-deck with
his favourite weapon, the hook, and therewith pulled a great number of
men off the enemy’s deck into the sea. At last he got a
footing on
their gunwale, dropped his hook, drew his sword, and soon cleared his
way aft. Ulf leaped after him, drove the men into the waist, and then
the most of them were slain, and lay in heaps one upon another. After
that it was not difficult to clear the poop. Skialdvarsson defended it
well, but he could not stand before Ulf, who finally cut off his head,
and so the ship was won.


This vessel lay alongside that of King Harald; and although
the King
was fully engaged with Haldor at the time, he observed the conquest of
Skialdvarsson by Ulf, and also perceived that Ulf’s men were
crowding
the side of the vessel, and throwing grappling-irons into his own ship
with a view to board it; for there was a space between the ships a
little too wide for men to leap. Springing to the side, the King cut
the grappling-irons with a sweep of his sword.


“That was well tried,” he said.


“It shall be tried again,” cried Ulf,
heaving another iron, which
nearly struck the King, but Harald’s sword flashed through
the air, and
again the iron was cut.


At that moment Kettle Flatnose stepped back a few paces, and
with a
mighty rush leaped right over the space in all his war gear, and
alighted on the Dragon’s deck within a yard of the King. It
was a
tremendous leap, and so nearly beyond the compass of Kettle’s
powers
that he was scarcely able to retain his foothold, but stood for a
moment on the edge of the vessel with shield and sword upheaved, as he
staggered to regain his balance. Thus exposed, he might have easily
been slain; but the King, instead of using his sword, stepped forward,
and with his left hand pushed the Irishman overboard. The cheer which
greeted his daring leap had scarcely ceased to ring when he fell
heavily into the sea.


“A goodly man, and a bold attempt,” said
the King, with a smile, as
he turned to Jarl Rongvold. “’Twould have been a
pity to slay him
outright. If he can swim he may yet live to fight another
battle.”


“True, sire,” replied the jarl, who was
looking over the side at the
place where Kettle fell; “but methinks he has struck his head
on an
oar, and will never succeed in swimming towards a friendly
hand.”


This indeed seemed to be true; for Kettle lay with his arm
over an
oar, and his head hanging down in the water, like a dead man. Yet there
was life in him, for his fingers moved. Ulf had witnessed all this, and
was on the point of attempting to leap across to Harald’s
ship when
Kettle fell. He paused, and, seeing that his comrade was apparently
being drowned, at once dropped sword and shield, and sprang into the
sea after him.


At that moment a number of the King’s boldest and
best armed men
observed that the two ships had drawn a little nearer to each other. In
a moment they leaped across the intervening space, took their opponents
by surprise, and quickly regained the ship.


While this had been going on at the poop, the fight on the
forecastle had raged with extreme fury, for Haldor the Fierce had
gained a footing on the Dragon’s deck, and was engaged in
mortal combat
with Hake the berserk, whom he was slowly but surely driving back. His
son Erling the Bold, who observed what was going on, had run his cutter
along the stern of his father’s ship, and was hastening to
his aid,
when King Harald became aware that his men were giving way, and rushed
to their support. He went forward raging with anger, and as he ran he
picked up a huge stone, which he hurled before him. Haldor was at the
moment in the act of fetching a deadly cut at Hake, whom he had
disarmed. The stone struck him full in the chest, and he fell backward
just as Erling reached his side.


A great cheer arose at this time on the right; for there the
wing of
the Southland men was broken, and everywhere King Harald’s
men were
victorious.


“Hold thou them in check, Glumm,” cried
Erling to his friend, as he
quickly raised his father in his arms and bore him away to his cutter.


Glumm, who had followed his friend like his shadow, sprang
forward
and engaged Hake, who had recovered his sword, and who found this new
enemy little, if at all, less formidable than the other.


Erling placed his father carefully in the cutter.


“Here, Thorer,” he said, “do
thou guard my father, and hold thyself
and the carles in readiness to push off. The day is lost, I see. I go
to slay the King, and will return presently.”


He leaped away as he spoke, and regained the foredeck of the
Dragon,
where Glumm and his men were still engaged with the berserkers, just as
the King came to the front. The instant he saw Erling he leaped upon
him with a fierce shout, and shook back his shaggy flaxen locks as a
lion might shake his mane. Erling was not a whit behind him in anxiety
to meet. He sprang upon him with a crashing blow of his great pole-axe,
which rang loudly on the King’s shield, but did him no hurt.
They were
a well-matched pair. Harald was fully as stout, though not quite so
tall as his opponent, whose fine silky hair was almost as bushy as that
of the King, though neither so long nor so tangled.


Men drew back and stood aside when they heard the shock and
shout of
their onset, and suspended the fight around them, while they gazed on
in silent awe. For a time it seemed doubtful which was the better man;
for the King’s blade whirled incessantly around his head like
flashing
light, and rang on Erling’s shield, which was ever upraised
to meet it.
At the same time the axe of our hero, if not so swift in its gyrations,
was more tremendous in its action; more than once the King was seen to
stagger beneath its thundering blows, and once he was beaten down on
one knee. How long this might have lasted it is impossible to tell;
but, seeing that the King was likely to get the worst of it, one of his
men crept round by the outside of the ship, and coming suddenly up
behind Erling, put out his hand and caught him by the leg, causing him
to stagger backwards, so that he fell overboard. In falling our hero
caught the man by the throat, and both fell into the sea together.


It was seen that Erling dived with his foe and dragged him
down as
if to force him to perish along with him, and everyone looked for a few
moments at the water, expecting to see them rise. Glumm gazed among the
rest; and he had leaped down into Haldor’s ship to be ready
to lend a
hand. But Erling did not rise again. Seeing this, Glumm sprang up with
sudden fury and dashed at the enemy, but by this time they had
recovered from their surprise, and now poured into the ship in such
overwhelming numbers that the men were driven back and slain, or they
leaped overboard and trusted to escape by swimming.


Meanwhile Erling the Bold having choked off his antagonist,
dived
under his father’s ship and came up at the stern of his own
cutter,
into which he speedily clambered by means of a rope which hung over the
side. He found that his father was seated on the poop with his head
resting on the gunwale, recovering consciousness slowly, and Thorer was
engaged in the difficult task of preventing the men from leaving the
vessel to succour their comrades.


“Keep back, men,” cried Erling in a voice
which none dared to
disobey. “Stay where ye are and get out the
oars.—Come, Thorer, follow
me with a stout man, and keep them back while I rescue Glumm.”


He jumped into Haldor’s ship, and ran to the fore
part of the poop,
where Glumm was fighting against overwhelming odds, with the blind
desperation of a man who has resolved to sell his life as dearly as he
can. Thorer and a tall stout man followed him, and instantly assailed
King Harald’s men with such fury that they gave back a
little. At the
same moment Erling seized Glumm by the neck; almost strangled him;
dragged him violently to the stern, and half sprang, half tumbled with
him into the cutter, where, despite his frantic struggles to rise, he
held him down.


“Now, my brisk lads,” shouted Erling, who
was gasping by this time, “come back and jump in! Push off an
ell or so. Steady!”


Thorer and the other man heard the shout, and, turning at
once, ran
to the stern and leaped into the cutter, which was instantly thrust
off, so that one or two of their opponents who ventured to jump after
them were left floundering in the sea.


By this time King Harald’s victory was complete.
Both wings had been
beaten for some time, and now the centre had given way—only
one or two
of the more desperate leaders were still keeping up the fight.


As Erling rowed towards the shore he could see that all the
loose
vessels of the fleet were flying up the fiord, pursued by a few of the
loose vessels of the enemy. But the greater part of both fleets being
tied together, could take no part in the chase until they were cut
asunder.


“The day is lost, father,” said Erling, as
he stood by the steering oar.


“I know it, my son,” replied Haldor, who
was now able to sit up and look about him; “Norway is
henceforth enthralled.”


He said this in a tone of such deep sadness that Erling
forbore to continue the subject.


“They are cutting asunder the fleet,”
observed Glumm, who had
recovered self-possession, and stood looking back at the scene of the
recent conflict; “surely some of them are trying to
escape.”


As he spoke, one of the large vessels shot out from among the
others, and rowed rapidly away. There was desperate fighting on board
of it for a few minutes, and then a number of men were pushed or thrown
overboard, and a loud cheer of victory arose.


“Well done, Solve Klofe!” cried Erling
with enthusiasm. “That is his
shout. I should know it among a thousand. He at least is bent on being
free!”


Several of Harald’s ships, which had been also cut
loose,
immediately gave chase, but Solve’s men pulled so well that
they soon
left them behind, and hoisting their sail to a light breeze which was
blowing just off the mouth of the fiord, soon doubled the point and
bore away to the south.


“Is that someone swimming in the water?”
asked Erling, pointing as
he spoke to an object which moved forward among the débris
of oars,
portions of clothing, and wreck, which was floating about everywhere.


One of the men at the bow oar stood up, and after a short
glance, said that he thought it was a man.


“Look out on the starboard bow. Mind your oars and
be ready, someone, to lean over the waist and catch hold of
him.”


As he spoke, the cutter ranged up to the object, which
appeared to
be the dishevelled and blood-bespattered head of a man. He suddenly
gave vent to a wild shout—“Come on, thou tyrant!
Down with ye,
dog—huzza!” At the last shout a pair of arms were
swung wildly in the
air, and the next moment the man’s voice was stifled in the
water as he
sank, while another head appeared beside him.


“That is the voice of Kettle Flatnose, or his
wraith,” exclaimed Erling; “pull gently, lads; hold
water.”


“Why, Ulf, is it thou?”


“Truly,” exclaimed Ulf, grasping the
extended hand of Glumm, “I
don’t feel quite sure! Haul gently, Glumm. I’ve got
Kettle here.
Another hand or two. Now then, heave together!”


Several stout men leaned over the side, and, acting in
accordance
with these instructions, hauled Ulf and Kettle out of the sea; the
former in a state of great exhaustion, the latter almost dead, for his
last dip had well-nigh choked him.


“It has been a long swim,” said Ulf,
sitting down and leaning
languidly against the bulwarks, while Glumm and Haldor proceeded to
chafe the Irishman into a state of consciousness. “Once or
twice I sank
under him, for he was very wild when he came to himself, after I got
hold of him, and struggled to be up and fight the King; but I held him
fast. Yet methought once or twice,” added Ulf, with a smile,
“that I
had at last got into Valhalla.”


A horn of ale refreshed Ulf, and another of the same was
shortly
after given to Kettle, by which his wandering faculties were soon
restored.


By this time they were drawing near the bay at Ulfstede, and
Erling
urged on the rowers, for they could see that Harald’s ships
were now
cast loose, and giving chase to those that endeavoured to escape, while
several of the largest, including the Dragon, made direct for the land.


“Our whole effort now,” said Haldor,
“must be to rescue the women.”


“That will not be easy,” observed Ulf
gloomily.


“But it is not impossible,” said Erling
with decision. “We shall
have time to get into the woods, and so round to the cave. By the way,
does anyone know aught of Hakon of Drontheim?”


“He is dead,” said Glumm.


“Dead!”


At that moment Haldor started up with a wild exclamation, and
pointed towards the spot on which his own dwelling stood, where, above
the trees, there arose a cloud of dense black smoke. The truth was soon
all too plain, for, on rounding the point which had hitherto concealed
the bay from their view, several of the enemy’s largest ships
were seen
with their bows on the shore. It was evident that part of the left wing
of the enemy, which was first victorious, had, unobserved by them, made
for the shore, and landed a large force of men, who had hastened to
Ulfstede, and, finding it deserted, had pushed on to Haldorstede, which
they had set on fire.


“Now indeed would death be welcome!” cried
Haldor, stamping fiercely
on the deck, while every feature of his face blazed with wrath.


We need scarcely say that the hearts of all had sunk within
them,
but Erling said—“Death would be unwelcome yet,
father. The men, no
doubt, are killed, but be sure they will not hurt the women while King
Harald is on his way to the stede. We may yet die in defending them, if
we cannot save them.”


“True, my son,” said Haldor, clasping his
hands, and looking upwards
with a solemnity of expression that was in strong contrast with his
recent burst of passion; “we may perchance save them, as thou
sayest;
but woe is me for poor Alric!”


“Alric is safe, I am certain,” said Erling
energetically, as he turned a meaning glance on Glumm.


“How knowest thou that?” asked Haldor.


Erling hesitated to reply, not wishing to raise hopes that
after all might prove to be fallacious.


Before the question could be repeated the cutter’s
keel grated on
the sand of a small bay which was close to the large one, and concealed
from it by a small rocky islet. Here they all jumped
ashore—all except
Kettle Flatnose, who, on attempting to rise, found himself so weak that
he fell down again, and nearly fainted.


“This is bad,” said Erling. “But
come, we have no time to waste.
Give me the chief command of our men, father; I have a plan in my
head.”


“Do as thou wilt,” said Haldor, with a
strange mixture of despair, resignation, and ferocity in his tone.


“Come then, form up, men, and follow me!”


So saying, Erling lifted Kettle in his arms, and hurried away
with
him as if he had been no heavier than a little boy! He led the way to
the secret entrance to the cave, where, true as steel to his trust,
little Alric was found with a few men guarding the two warships of
Erling and Glumm.











Chapter Twenty Three.


The End of an Old Sea-King.


Haldor the Fierce said nothing when he heard Alric’s
blithe voice in
the cavern, but he caught him up in his arms, and gave him a hug that
almost made him cry out.


“Why, father, what ails thee?” asked the
boy in surprise, when Haldor set him free.


“Never mind, lad,” interposed Erling,
“but lend a hand to keep
Kettle in order. He is a little wild just now, and as I intend to leave
him in thy charge we must restrain him a bit. Hand me that
rope.”


The boy obeyed in silence, but with much wonder depicted on
his face
while Erling lashed Kettle’s hands together, and, lifting him
in a
half-unconscious state into his ship, bound him in as comfortable a
position as he could to one of the rowers’ banks.


“Now, Alric, come aside with me, quick! I have only
time for a few
words. It is enough to tell thee that the day is lost. I go with our
father and the men to save our mother and the other women, or to die.
Thou wilt stay here with a few men to guard the ships, and be ready to
cast off at a moment’s notice. If we return not before night,
do thou
creep out and try to ascertain what has become of us, and if ye have
reason to think we are killed, cut Kettle’s bonds and let him
do what
he will, poor fellow. At present his head has got a knock that renders
him a dangerous comrade, so he must remain tied. Of course, if the cave
is attacked thou wilt set him free at once. There is a little boat at
the stern of my Swan. Escape if thou canst. But be watchful. We may
return in a few hours. If so, all shall yet be well. Dost understand
me, boy?”


“I do, but methinks ill luck awaits us.”


Erling made no reply, but, kissing Alric’s forehead,
he returned to
his men, of whom there were about sixty, and led them out of the cave,
leaving six with his little brother to guard the ships.


While our hero is thus hastening to the rescue, let us turn
aside
for a little to follow the course of Guttorm Stoutheart. That brave old
Sea-king had escaped scathless throughout the whole of the disastrous
day until near the end, when he received his death-wound from a javelin
which pierced his thigh, and cut some important blood vessel, to stanch
which defied the skill of his attendants. He immediately ordered his
ship to be cut loose, and his was among the first to escape round the
southern point of the fiord, just before the battle ended.


At first the men pulled as if their lives depended on it. So
great
was their haste that they did not take time to throw their dead
comrades overboard, but left them lying in a ghastly heap on the lower
deck. When, however, they got round the next point, and found that no
pursuit was made, they slackened speed and began to heave out the dead,
when Guttorm, who reclined near the helm, steering the vessel, ordered
them to desist.


“My men,” said he, in a voice which had
already lost much of its
deep richness of tone, “we will land on the next point. My
days are run
out. I go to Odin’s halls, and I am glad, for it becomes not
an old
warrior to die in his bed, which I had begun to fear was going to be my
fate; besides, now that Norway is to be no longer a free land, it is
time that the small kings should be going home. Ye will carry me to the
top of yonder headland cliff, and leave me where I can see the setting
sun, and the fords and fells of my native land. Would that my bones
might have been burned, as those of my fathers were! but this may not
be. Ye can lay beside me the comrades who have gone before, and then
push off and leave me with the dead.”


There was a low murmur among the men as they again dipped
their
oars, but not a word was spoken in reply. Just as they reached the
point a vessel came in sight behind them under sail.


“Too late!” muttered Guttorm bitterly, as
he looked back; “we are pursued, and must hold on.”


“Not so,” answered one of his chief men;
“that is Solve Klofe’s ship.”


“Is that so?” cried Guttorm, while the
colour mounted to his pale
cheek, and the fire shone in his old eyes; “then have I
better luck
than I had looked for. Quick, get to land! The breeze that brings Solve
down will reach us soon. Get out your arms, and go hail Solve as he
passes. Ye shall sail with him to-night. I will hie me out upon the
sea.”


He spoke somewhat like his former self for a moment, but soon
his voice sank, for the life-blood was draining fast away.


Ere many minutes had passed, the breeze freshened into a
squall of
considerable force. It came off the land, and swept down the fiord,
lashing its waters into seething waves. Solve answered the hail of
Guttorm’s men, and landed.


“What news?” he asked: “there is
but short space for converse.”


The men told him that old Guttorm was dying in his ship. He
walked
up the plank that lay from the shore to the gunwale, and found the old
warrior lying on the poop beside the helm, wrapped in his mantle, and
giving directions to his men, who were piling brushwood on the deck.


“This is an ill sight,” said Solve, with
much feeling, as he knelt
beside the dying chief, who received him with a smile, and held out his
hand.


“Ha! Solve, I am glad thou art here. My last battle
has been fought,
and it has been a good one, though we did get the tooth-ache. If it had
only been a victory, I had recked little of this wound.”


“Can nothing be done for thee?” asked
Solve. “Perchance I may be able to stop the
bleeding.”


Guttorm shook his head, and pointed to the blood which had
already
flowed from him, and lay in a deep pool in the sides of the ship.


“No, no, Solve, my fighting days are over, and, as I
have said, the
last fight has been a good one! Ye see what I am about, and understand
how to carry out my will. Go, relieve me of the trouble, and see that
it is done well. I would rest now.”


Solve pressed the hand of his friend in silence, and then went
forward to assist actively in the preparations already referred to. The
men heaped up the funeral pile round the mast, fastened the stern ropes
to the shore, plied the dead upon the deck, and, when all was ready,
hoisted sail. The squall had increased so that the mast bent, and the
ship strained at her stern ropes like an impatient charger. Then the
men went on shore, and Solve, turning to Guttorm, bent over him, and
spoke a few words in a low, earnest tone, but the old man’s
strength
was almost gone. He could only utter the single word
“Farewell”, and
wave his hand as if he wished to be left alone. Solve rose at once,
and, applying a light to the pile, leaped ashore. Next moment the
cables were cut; the brushwood crackled with a fierce noise as the fire
leaped up and the “ocean steed” bounded away over
the dark blue sea.
Guttorm was still seated by the helm, his face pale as death, but with
a placid smile on his mouth, and a strange, almost unearthly, fire in
his eyes.


The longship rushed over the waves with the foam dashing on
her
bows, a long white track in her wake, and a dense black cloud curling
overhead. Suddenly the cloud was rent by a fork of flame, which was as
suddenly quenched, but again it burst upwards, and at last triumphed;
shooting up into the sky with a mighty roar, while below there glowed a
fierce fiery furnace, against which was strongly depicted the form of
the grand old Sea-king, still sitting motionless at the helm. Swiftly
the blazing craft dashed over the waves, getting more and more
enveloped in smoke and flame. Ere long it could be seen in the far
distance, a rushing ball of fire. Gradually it receded, becoming less
and less, until at last it vanished, like a setting star, into the
unknown waste of the great western sea.











Chapter Twenty Four.


Hopes and Fears—The Burning of Haldorstede, and
Escape of the Family.


Meanwhile the family at Haldorstede had made a narrow escape,
and
some members of it were still in great peril. When Hilda and Ada were
sent thither, with the females of Ulfstede, under the charge of
Christian the hermit, as already related, they found Dame Herfrida and
her maidens busily engaged in making preparations for a great feast.


“I prithee,” said Dame Astrid, in some
surprise, “who are to be thy guests to-night?”


“Who should be,” replied Herfrida, with a
smile, “but the stout
fellows who back my husband in the fight to-day! Among them thine own
goodman, Dame Astrid, and his house-carles; for if no one is left at
Ulfstede there can be no supper there for them; and as the poor lads
are likely to be well worn out, we must have something wherewith to
cheer them.”


“But what if ill luck betide us?”
suggested Astrid.


“Ill luck never betides us,” replied
Herfrida, with an expression of
bland assurance on her handsome face. “Besides, if it does,
we shall be
none the worse for having done our part.”


“Some people are always
forecasting evil,” muttered Ingeborg,
with a sour look, as she kneaded viciously a lump of dough which was
destined to form cakes.


“And some other people are always forecasting
good,” retorted Ada,
with a smile, “so that things are pretty well balanced after
all. Come
now, Ingeborg, don’t be cross, but leave the dough, and let
us go to
thy room, for I want to have a little gossip with thee alone.”


Ingeborg was fond of Ada, and particularly fond of a little
gossip,
either public or private. She condescended, therefore, to smile, as it
were under protest, and, rubbing the dough from her fingers,
accompanied her friend to her chamber, while the others broke into
several groups, and chatted more or less energetically as they worked,
or idled about the house.


“Is there any fear of our men losing the
day?” asked Hilda of the
hermit, who stood looking out of a window which commanded a view of the
fiord, where the ships of the opposing fleets could be seen engaged in
the battle, that had just begun.


Poor Hilda asked the question with a look of perplexity in her
face;
for hitherto she had been so much accustomed to success attending the
expeditions of her warlike father and friends, that she had never given
much thought to the idea of defeat and its consequences.


“It is not easy to answer that question,”
replied the hermit; “for
the success or failure of thy father’s host depends on many
things with
which I am not acquainted. If the forces on both sides are about equal
in numbers, the chances are in his favour; for he is a mighty man of
valour, as well as his son, and also thy father. Besides, there are
many of his men who are not far behind them in strength and courage;
but they may be greatly outnumbered. If so, defeat is possible. I would
say it is probable, did I not know that the Ruler of events can, if He
will, give victory to the weak and disaster to the strong. Thy father
deems his cause a righteous one—perhaps it is so.”


“Well, then,” said Hilda, “will
not God, who, you say, is just and good, give victory to the righteous
cause?”


“He may be pleased to do so; but He does not always
do so. For His
own good and wise ends He sometimes permits the righteous to suffer
defeat, and wrongdoers to gain the victory. This only do I know for
certain, that good shall come out of all things to His people, whether
these things be grievous or joyful; for it is written, ‘All
things work
together for good to them that love God, to them that are the called
according to His purpose.’ This is my consolation when I am
surrounded
by darkness which I cannot understand, and which seems all against me.
That things often pass my understanding does not surprise me; for it is
written, ‘His ways are wonderful—past finding
out.’”


“Past finding out indeed!” said Hilda
thoughtfully. “Would that I
had faith like thine, Christian; for it seems to enable thee to trust
and rejoice in darkness as well as in sunshine.”


“Thou mayst have it, daughter,” answered
the hermit earnestly, “if
thou wilt condescend to ask it in the name of Jesus; for it is written,
‘Faith is the gift of God;’ and again it is
written, ‘Whatsoever ye
shall ask the Father in my name, He will give it you.’ One of
our chief
sins consists in our desire to produce, by means of our own will, that
faith which God tells us we cannot attain to by striving after, but
which He is willing to bestow as a free gift on those who
ask.”


The conversation was interrupted here by the old house-carle
Finn
the One-eyed, who said in passing that he was going down to the cliffs
to see and hear what was doing, and would return ere long to report
progress. For an hour after that, the people at Haldorstede continued
to watch the fight with intense interest; but although they could see
the motion of the ships on the fiord, and could hear the shout of war,
as it came floating down on the breeze like a faint murmur, the
distance was too great to permit of their distinguishing the individual
combatants, or observing the progress of the fight. That it was likely
to go ill with their friends, however, was soon made known by Finn, who
returned in hot haste to warn them to prepare for flight.


“Be sure,” said Dame Herfrida,
“that there is no need to flee until Haldor or Erling come to
tell us to get ready.”


“That may be so,” said Finn;
“but if Haldor and Erling should chance
to be slain, ill will it be for you if ye are not ready to
fly.”


“Now it seems to me,” said Dame Astrid,
who was of an anxious
temperament, “that thou art too confident, Herfrida. It would
be wise
at all events to get ready.”


“Does anyone know where Alric is?” asked
Ingeborg.


As everyone professed ignorance on this point, his mother said
that
she had no doubt he was safe enough; for he was a bold little man, and
quite able to take care of himself.


“If he has had his own way,” observed Ivor
the Old, who came in at
that moment, “he is in the fleet for he is a true chip of the
old tree;
but we are not like to see him again, methinks, for I have seen the
fleet giving back on the right wing, and hasted hither to tell
ye.”


This report had the effect of shaking Herfrida’s
confidence to the
extent of inducing her to give up her preparations for the feast, and
assist the others in making arrangements for a hasty flight with such
household valuables as could be easily carried about the person. Some
time after they had begun this work, a young man, who was a cripple,
and therefore a non-combatant, hobbled into the hall, and announced the
fact that Haldor’s fleet was routed everywhere, and fleeing.
He had
seen it from the cliff behind the stede, and indeed it could partly be
seen from the hall window.


“Now,” cried Finn the One-eyed bitterly,
“all is lost, and I must
carry out Erling’s last instructions. He told me, if the
fight went
against us, and the King’s men gained the day, I was to lead
ye down by
the forest path to the cave behind Ulfstede, where there is a ship big
enough to carry the whole household. If alive, he and his friends are
to meet us there. Come, we must make haste; some of the ships are
already on the beach, and if they be the King’s men we shall
soon see
them here.”


Everyone was now so thoroughly convinced of their desperate
case
that without reply each went to complete arrangements as fast as
possible.


“Wilt thou go with us?” said Finn to the
hermit, when all were assembled in front of the house at the edge of
the forest.


“I will, since God seems to order it so,”
said the hermit; “but
first I go to my hut for the rolls of the Book. As ye have to pass the
bottom of the cliff on which my dwelling is perched, I will easily
overtake you.”


“Let us go with him,” said Hilda to Ada.
“There is a roll in the hut
which Erling and I have been trying to copy; Christian may not be able
to find it, as I hid it carefully away—and,” she
continued, blushing
slightly, “I should not like to lose it.”


“You had better go with us,”
said Finn gravely.


“We will do what seems best to ourselves,”
replied Ada; “go on, Christian, we follow.”


The hermit advised the girls to go with Finn, but as they were
self-willed he was fain to conduct them up the steep and narrow path
that led to his hut upon the cliff, while Finn put himself at the head
of a sad band of women, children, and aged retainers, who could advance
but slowly along the rugged and intricate path which he thought it
necessary to take through the forest.


Not twenty minutes after they had left Haldorstede the first
band of
King Harald’s men came rushing up the banks of the river,
enraged at
having found Ulfstede deserted, and thirsting for plunder. They ran
tumultuously into the house, sword in hand, and a yell of
disappointment followed when they discovered that the inmates had fled.
There is no doubt that they would have rushed out again and searched
the woods, had not the feast which Herfrida had been preparing proved
too attractive. The cold salmon and huge tankards of ale proved
irresistible to the tired and thirsty warriors, who forthwith put the
goblets to their bearded lips and quaffed the generous fluid so deeply
that in a short time many of them were reeling, and one, who seemed to
be more full of mischief than his fellows, set the house on fire by way
of a joke.


It was the smoke which arose after the perpetration of this
wanton
act that had attracted the attention of Haldor and his friends, when
they were making for the shore after the battle.


Of course the hermit and the two girls heard the shouts of the
marauders, and knew that it was now too late to escape along with the
baud under Finn, for the only practicable path by which they could join
them passed in full view of Haldorstede, and it was so hemmed in by a
precipice that there was no other way of getting into the
wood—at least
without the certainty of being seen. Their retreat up the river was
also cut off, for the hermit, in selecting the spot for his dwelling,
had chosen a path which ascended along the rugged face of a precipice,
so that, with a precipice above and another below, it was not possible
to get to the bank of the river without returning on their track. There
was no alternative, therefore, but to ascend to the hut, and there wait
patiently until the shades of night should favour their escape.


Finn pushed on as fast as was possible with a band in which
there
were so many almost helpless ones. He carried one of the youngest
children in his arms, and Ivor the Old brought up the rear with a very
old woman leaning on his arm. They were a long time in descending the
valley, for the route Finn had chosen was circuitous, and the first
part of it was extremely trying to the cripples, running as it did over
a somewhat high spur of the mountain which extended down from the main
ridge to the river. Gradually, however, they drew near to the coast,
and Finn was in the act of encouraging them with the assurance that
they had now only a short way to go, when the hearts of all sank within
them at the sight of a band of armed men who suddenly made their
appearance in their path.


The wail of despair which burst from some of them at sight of
these,
was, however, changed into an exclamation of joy when four of the band
ran hastily towards them, and were recognised to be Haldor, Erling,
Ulf, and Glumm!


“Now thanks be to the gods,” said Haldor,
stooping to print a kiss on his wife’s lips.
“But—but—where are Hilda and
Ada?”


Erling and Glumm, glancing quickly round the group with looks
of
intense disappointment and alarm, had already put this question to
Finn, who explained the cause of their absence.


“Now this is the worst luck of all,” cried
Glumm, grinding his teeth together in passion, and looking at Finn with
a dark scowl.


Erling did not speak for a few minutes, but his heaving chest
and dilated nostrils told of the storm that raged within him.


“Art thou sure they went to the hermit’s
hut?” asked Ulf in a stern voice.


“Quite sure,” replied Finn. “I
cautioned them not to go, but—”


“Enough,” cried Erling. “Father,
wilt thou go back to the cave with the women, and a few of the men to
guard them?”


“I will, my son, and then will I rejoin
thee.”


“That do an it please thee. It matters little. Death
must come
sooner or later to all.—Come, men, we will now teach this
tyrant that
though he may conquer our bodies he cannot subdue our spirits. Up! and
if we fail to rescue the girls, everlasting disgrace be to him who
leaves this vale alive!”


Haldor had already selected a small detachment of men, and
turned
back with the women and others, while Erling and his men went on as
fast as they could run. A short time sufficed to bring them to the edge
of the wood near Haldorstede. The old place was now a smoking ruin,
with swarms of men around it, most of whom were busily engaged in
trying to put out the fire, and save as much as possible from its fury.
The man who had kindled it had already paid dearly for his jest with
his life. His body was seen swinging to the limb of a neighbouring
tree. Harald Fairhair himself, having just arrived, was directing
operations.


There were by that time one or two thousand of the
King’s men on the
ground, while others were arriving every moment in troops—all
bloodstained, and covered with marks of the recent
conflict—and Erling
saw at once he had no chance whatever of accomplishing his aim by an
open attack with only fifty men. He therefore led his force silently by
a path that he well knew to an adjacent cliff, over the edge of which
they could see all that went on below, while they were themselves well
concealed. Here the three leaders held a consultation.


“What dost thou advise, Ulf?” asked Erling.


“My advice,” interposed
Glumm fiercely, “is that we should
make a sudden assault without delay, kill the King, and then sell our
lives dearly.”


“And thus,” observed Ulf, with something
like a sneer, “leave the
girls without protectors, and without a chance of deliverance.
No,” he
continued, turning to our hero, “my advice is to wait here as
patiently
as we can until we ascertain where the girls are. Few, perhaps none, of
our men are known to Harald’s men; one of them we can send
down to
mingle with the enemy as a spy. Whatever we do must be done cautiously,
for the sake of the girls.”


“That is good advice,” said a voice behind
them, which was that of
the hermit, who had crept towards them on his hands and knees.


“Why, Christian, whence comest thou?” said
Ulf.


“From my own hut,” replied the hermit,
raising himself, “where I
have just left Hilda and Ada safe and well. We had deemed ourselves
prisoners there till night should set us free; but necessity sharpens
the wit even of an old man, and I have discovered a path through the
woods, which, although difficult, may be traversed without much chance
of our being seen, if done carefully. I have just passed along it in
safety, and was on the point of returning to the hut when I came upon
you here.”


“Lead us to them at once,” cried Glumm,
starting up.


“Nay,” said the hermit, laying his hand on
the youth’s arm,
“restrain thine ardour. It would be easier to bring the girls
hither,
than to lead a band of armed men by that path without their being
discovered. If ye will take the advice of one who was a warrior in his
youth, there is some hope that, God permitting, we may all escape. Ye
know the Crow Cliff? Well, the small boat is lying there. It is well
known that men dare not swim down the rapid, unless they are acquainted
with the run of the water and the formation of the rock. Thy men know
it well, the King’s men know it not. With a boat the maidens
may
descend in safety. The men can leap into the river and escape before
the enemy could come at them by the hill road.”


“Excellently planned,” exclaimed Erling in
an eager tone; “but, hermit, how dost thou propose to fetch
the maidens hither?”


“By going and conducting them. There is much risk,
no doubt, but
their case is desperate, for their retreat is certain to be
discovered.”


“Away then,” said Ulf, “minutes
are precious. We will await thee
here, and, at the worst, if they should be captured, we can but die in
attempting their rescue.”


Without uttering another word the hermit rose, re-entered the
underwood, sank down on his hands and knees, and disappeared with a
cat-like quietness that had been worthy of one of the red warriors of
America.











Chapter Twenty Five.


In which is Described a Desperate Attempt at Rescue, a Bold
Leap for Freedom, and a Triumphant Escape.


The Crow Cliff, to which Christian had referred, was a high
precipitous rock that jutted out into the river just below Haldorstede.
It was the termination of the high ridge on the face of which Erling
had posted his men, and could be easily reached from the spot where
they lay concealed, as well as from the stede itself, but there was no
possibility of passing down the river in that direction by land, owing
to the precipitous nature of the ground. The ordinary path down the
valley, which elsewhere followed the curvatures of the river, made at
this point a wide détour into the woods, went in a zigzag
form up the
steep ascent of the ridge, descended similarly on the other side, and
did not rejoin the river for nearly half a mile below. The waters were
so pent up by the Crow Cliff that they rushed along its base in a
furious rapid, which, a hundred yards down, descended in a
perpendicular fall of about fifteen feet in depth. The descent of this
rapid by a boat was quite possible, for there was a little bay at the
lower end of Crow Cliff, just above the foss, into which it could be
steered by a dexterous rower; but this mode of descent was attended
with the imminent risk of being swept over the fall and dashed to
pieces, so that none except the daring young spirits of the glen ever
attempted it, while all the rest were content to cross the ridge by the
longer and more laborious, but safe, path which we have just described.
To descend this rapid by swimming was one of the feats which the youths
of the place delighted to venture, and often had Erling and Glumm dared
it together, while not a few of their companions had lost their lives
in the attempt.


A few words from Erling gave the men to understand what was
expected
of them. It was arranged that while he, Ulf, Glumm, and the hermit
should put the girls into the little boat and guide them down the
rapid, the men were to leap into the water and swim down. All were to
land in the little bay, and then make for the cave on the coast in a
body, and fight their way thither, if need be; but it was believed
there would be no occasion for that, because before the plan was
carried out most of the King’s men would probably be
assembled above
the Crow Cliff at the stede. A few who could not swim were sent off at
once by the track to warn Haldor. All these well-laid plans, however,
were suddenly frustrated, for, while Erling was still consulting with
Ulf and Glumm as to details, and peeping through the underwood, they
beheld a sight which caused their hearts almost to stand still.


From the elevated spot where they lay they could see the
hermit
advancing rapidly towards them in a crouching attitude, closely
followed by the maidens, while at the same time there advanced from the
stede a large band of men under a chief, who was evidently commissioned
to execute some order of the King. Erling and his friends could clearly
see these two parties unwittingly approaching each other, at right
angles, each making for a point where the two paths crossed, and where
they were certain to meet. They could see their friends quietly but
swiftly gliding towards the very fate they sought to avoid, and
experienced all the agony of being unable to give a shout of warning,
or to prevent the foe from capturing them; for, even if there had been
time to rush upon them before the meeting, which there was not, Erling
by so doing would have been obliged to place the whole of
Harald’s host
between him and the boat at Crow Cliff. This consideration, however,
would not have deterred him, but another idea had flashed upon his
mind. What that was shall be seen presently.


Before the two parties met, the ears of the hermit, albeit
somewhat
dulled by age, became aware of the tramp of armed men, and at once he
drew the girls hastily aside into the bushes; but the bushes at that
part happened to be not very thick, and part of Ada’s dress,
which was
a gay one with a good deal of scarlet about it, caught the attention of
a sharp-eyed warrior. The man uttered a shout and sprang towards them;
several others joined in the pursuit, a loud scream from one of the
girls was heard, and next moment the fugitives were captured!


“Up and at them!” cried Glumm,
endeavouring to rise, but he found himself pinned to the earth by
Erling’s powerful arms.


“Stay, Glumm, be quiet, I beseech thee,”
entreated Erling, as his
comrade struggled violently but fruitlessly to escape from his powerful
embrace.—“Do listen, Ulf; ye will spoil all by
inconsiderate haste. I
have a plan: listen—these men are not devils, but Norsemen,
and will
not hurt the girls; they will take them before the King. Hear me, and
they shall yet be rescued!”


While the power of Erling’s muscles restrained
Glumm, the deep-toned
impassioned earnestness of his voice held back Ulf, who had leaped up
and drawn his sword; but it was with evident reluctance that he paused
and listened.


“Now hear me,” cried Erling; “I
and Glumm will go down and mingle
with Harald’s men. Our faces are doubtless not known to any
of them;
besides, we are so bespattered with the blood and dust of battle that
even friends might fail to recognise us. We will go boldly about among
the men, and keep near to the girls until a fitting opportunity offers,
when we will seize them and bear them off. This will not be so
difficult as ye may think.”


“Difficult!” cried Glumm, grinding his
teeth; “I think nothing difficult except sitting
still!”


“Because,” continued Erling,
“the King’s men will be taken by
surprise, and we shall be through the most of them before they are
aware that there is need to draw their blades. But (and on this
everything will depend) thou must be ready, Ulf, with all the men, to
rush, in the twinkling of an eye, to our aid, the moment my shout is
heard, for, if this be not done, we cannot fail to be overpowered by
numbers. If thou dost but keep them well in play while we make for the
boat, and then follow and leap into the river, we shall all
escape.”


“Come along, then,” cried Glumm, in
desperate impatience.


“Does the plan like thee, Ulf?” asked
Erling.


“Not much,” he replied, shaking his head,
“but it is the only chance
left, so get thee gone. I will not fail thee in the moment of
need—away! See, the girls are already being led before the
King.”


Erling and Glumm instantly pulled their helmets well down on
their
brows, wrapped their mantles round them so as to conceal their figures
as much as possible, then entered the wood and disappeared.


Meanwhile, on the open space in front of Haldor’s
ruined dwelling,
King Harald Haarfager stood surrounded by his court men. He was still
bespattered with the blood and dust of battle, and furiously angry at
the escape of Haldor and the burning of the stede. His gilt helmet
restrained the exuberance of his shaggy locks, and he stood on the top
of a slight elevation or mound, from the base of which his men extended
in a dense ring in front of him, eager to ascertain who it was that had
been so unexpectedly captured. Erling and Glumm mingled with the crowd
unnoticed, for so many of the men assembled there had been collected
from various districts, that, to each, strange faces were the rule
instead of the exception.


When the girls were led into the ring there was a murmur of
admiration, and many complimentary remarks were made about them. The
old hermit was dragged in after them, and excited a little attention
for a few moments. He had experienced rough handling from his captors.
His grey hair was dishevelled and his face bloodstained, for, although
he had offered no resistance, some of the men who seized him were so
much out of humour in consequence of the burning of the stede and the
escape of its inmates, that they were glad to vent their anger on
anyone.


“Good-looking girls, both of them,”
remarked the King to Jarl
Rongvold, as they were being led forward.—“Who are
ye?” he added,
addressing them.


Ada looked round on the circle of men with a frightened
glance, and
cast down her eyes, but did not reply, while Hilda raised her eyes
timidly to the King’s face, but lacked courage to speak.


“Come,” said the King sternly,
“let us have no false modesty. Ye are
before Norway’s King, therefore speak, and to the point. Who
art thou?”


He addressed himself to Hilda, who replied—


“I am Hilda, daughter of Ulf of Romsdal.”


“And thou?” he added, turning to her
companion.


“My name is Ada. My father is Hakon of
Drontheim.”


“Ha!” exclaimed the King, with a bitter
smile. “Is it so? Thy father
has met his desert, then, for he now lies at the bottom of the
fiord.”


Ada turned deadly pale, but made no reply.


“Know ye where Haldor the Fierce is, and his
insolent son Erling?” asked the King.


Hilda flushed at this, and answered with some spirit that she
did not know, and that if she did she would not tell.


“Of course not,” said the King;
“I might have guessed as much, and
do but waste my time with ye.—Stand aside—bring
forward yonder fellow.”


The hermit was immediately led forward.


“Who art thou?” asked the King.


“An old wanderer on the face of the
earth,” replied Christian.


“That is easily seen,” answered the King;
“but not too old, it would
seem, to do a little mischief when the chance falls in thy
way.”


“Methinks, sire,” whispered Jarl Rongvold,
“that this fellow is one
of those strange madmen who have taken up with that new religion, which
I do not profess to understand.”


“Sayest thou so?” exclaimed Harald,
“then will I test him.—Ho! fetch me a piece of
horse flesh.”


A piece of horse flesh was brought without delay, for some
that had
been sacrificed in the Drontheim temple had been packed up and carried
off among other provisions when the expedition set forth.


“Here, old man, eat thou a portion of
that,” said Harald, holding the flesh towards him.


“I may not eat what has been sacrificed to
idols,” said the hermit.


“Ho! ho! then thou art not a worshipper of Odin?
Say, dog, what art thou?”


“I am a follower of the Lord Jesus Christ. He is my
Saviour. To Him I live, and for Him I can die.”


“Can He save you from me?”
demanded Harald.


“He can,” answered the hermit earnestly,
“and will save you too,
King Harald, from your sins, and all who now hear me, if they will but
turn to Him.”


“Now will I test him,” said the King.
“Stand forth, Hake of Hadeland, and hew me the old
man’s head from his body.”


“Spare him! O spare him!” cried Hilda,
throwing herself suddenly
between Hake and his victim, who stood with the resigned air of a man
who had made up his mind to die. “He has twice saved my
life, and has never done you evil in thought or deed.”


“Stand aside, my pretty maid. Nay, then, if thou
wilt not, I must
grant thy request; but it is upon one condition: that this Saviour
shall either come himself or send a champion to deliver the old
man.—Come,” he added, turning fiercely to the
hermit, “pray that thy
God shall send thee a champion now, for if He does not, as I live thou
shalt die.”


“I may not pray at thy bidding,” said the
hermit calmly; “besides,
it needs not that I should, because I have already
prayed—before dawn
this morning—that He would grant me His blessing in the form
that
seemed best to Himself.”


“And hast thou got it?”


“I have—in that I possess a quiet spirit,
and do not fear to die, now that His time has come.”


“’Tis something this, I admit,”
returned the King; “yet methinks
’tis but a poor blessing, after all, with death as the end of
it.”


“Death is not the end of it,” said the
hermit, with a kindling eye,
“for after death is everlasting joy and glory with the Lord.
Besides,
King Harald, which were better, think you: to die with a willing spirit
and bright hope, or to live full of restless ambition, disappointment,
and rage, even although victorious and King of Norway?”


The King’s countenance grew livid with anger as he
turned to the
berserk and said, in a voice of suppressed
passion—“Go forward, Hake,
and slay him!”


“Now—the time has come,”
whispered Erling to Glumm.


“Get as near to Ada as thou canst; for the rest, may
Christian’s God be with us!”


As he spoke he sprang into the circle, sword in hand, and
stood suddenly between the astonished Hake and the hermit.


There was a loud murmur of amazement at this unexpected
apparition,
and not a few of the spectators were awestricken, supposing that this
was actually a champion sent from the spirit world.


“Harald,” cried Erling, for the berserk
had shrunk back dismayed, “I
do now accept the challenge, and come here to champion the old
man.”


At the sound of his voice the King’s face lighted up
with intelligence.


“Ha!” he exclaimed suddenly;
“has the old man’s God sent Erling the
Bold?”


“Truly I think he has,” replied Erling;
“at all events it was not
for this purpose that I came hither to-day. But now that I have come,
and of mine own free will put myself in thy power, I claim the right to
do battle for my old friend with thy stoutest man—so set him
forth,
King Harald.”


“What sayest thou, Hake?” said the King,
turning to his berserk with
a smile; “art willing to join issue with the Bold
one?—bold enough,
truly, and insolent as well.”


Hake, who had recovered his self-possession the instant he
recognised Erling’s voice, and who was by no means wanting in
courage,
suddenly uttered one of his terrible roars, and rushed upon Erling like
a thunderbolt.


Our hero was too well accustomed to the ways of his class to
be
caught off his guard. Although Hake rained blows upon him so fast that
it was almost impossible for the spectators to follow the motions of
his flashing sword, Erling received them all on his shield, or parried
them with his short sword—which, as being more manageable in
a mêlée,
he had selected for his present enterprise. The instant, however, that
the berserk’s furious onset began to slacken, Erling fetched
him such a
tremendous cut on the sword that the weapon was broken close off at the
hilt. Disdaining to slay an unarmed foe, he leaped upon the berserk,
and struck him a blow with the hilt of his sword, which drove the
casque down upon his head and stretched him flat upon the sward.


Without waiting an instant Erling flung down his shield and
walked
to the place where Hilda stood, took her by the hand, and whispered,
“Courage! come with me and thou shalt be saved.” At
the same moment
Glumm stepped to Ada’s side, and took her right hand in his
left. No
sword was drawn, for Glumm had not drawn his, and no one present had
the faintest idea of what the young men intended to attempt. Indeed,
they were all so amazed at the sudden termination of the fight, that
the men of the inner part of the ring actually stood aside to let them
pass, before the King had time to shout:—


“Seize them!”


In other circumstances, at Harald’s word a thousand
swords would
have been drawn, and the doom of Erling and his friends at once been
sealed; but the natural ferocity of the tyrant’s followers
had been
spellbound, and for the time paralysed by the calm bearing of old
Christian and the prowess of his champion, whose opportune appearance
had all the effect of a supernatural interposition, as it might well be
deemed: and it will be readily believed that our hero and Glumm did not
fail to use the advantage thus offered. Leading those whom they had
come to rescue, and closely followed by the hermit, they passed
completely through the circle of men. But at the repetition, in a voice
of thunder, of the royal mandate, some hundreds of the King’s
men
surrounded them, and, notwithstanding their wondrous strength and
skill, they were being gradually overpowered by numbers, when suddenly
a tremendous shout was heard, and next moment Ulf with his fifty men in
battle array rushed out of the forest.


King Harald endeavoured hastily to draw up his men in
something like
order. Hearing the cry in rear, the men in front of Erling and Glumm
fell aside, so that they quickly cut down those who still stood in
their way, and ran towards their friends, who opened their ranks to let
them pass—then reclosed, and fell upon the King’s
men with incredible
fury. Although outnumbered by at least twenty to one, the disparity did
not at first tell against them, owing to the confusion in the
enemy’s
ranks, and the confined space of ground on which they fought. They were
thus enabled to act with great vigour, and, being animated by the
spirit of desperate men, they actually for some time kept driving back
the King’s forces.


But the continual assault of fresh foes began to tell, and
several
of Ulf’s men had already fallen, when Erling’s
voice was heard ringing
high above the din of battle. Instantly every man turned on his heel
and fled towards the river madly pursued by the whole of the
King’s
host.


By this time Erling and Glumm had got the girls into the boat,
and
steered them safely down the rapid into the little bay, where they
waited for their companions as patiently as they could.


Meanwhile Ulf’s men reached the foot of the Crow
Cliff and one by
one sprang into the boiling rapid. Ulf was among the first there, but
he stayed to see them all pass. Before the last could do so their
enemies were upon them, but Ulf kept them at bay for a few moments; and
when the last of his men took the water he retreated fighting, and
leaped backwards into the flood. One or two of the King’s men
followed,
but they failed to catch him, were carried down stream, and, being
ignorant of the dangers of the place, were swept over the foss and
killed. Most of the host, however, turned suddenly, and set off at full
speed to cross the ridge and pursue their enemies, by the path to which
we have already referred. Before they had crossed it, Erling and his
men were far on their way down the valley; and when the pursuers
reached the coast there was no sign of the fugitives anywhere.


On reaching the cave Erling found that his father had got
everything
in readiness to start; so, assembling the people together without
delay, he divided them into two bands, one of which he sent into the
Swan, the other into Glumm’s vessel, the Crane.


Haldor also went in the Swan, along with Ulf of Romsdal,
Thorer the
Thick, Kettle Flatnose, Alric, and the hermit, besides Dames Herfrida
and Astrid, and the widow Gunhild, Ingeborg, and all Haldor’s
younger
children. With Glumm there were also several women besides Ada. Ivor
the Old and Finn the One-eyed also went with him; but most of the old
and crippled hangers-on of both families, as well as Glumm’s
mother,
were taken by Erling into the Swan, as the accommodation there was
better than on board the Crane.


“Now, Glumm,” said Erling, when all were
on board, “we must say
farewell to Norway. Keep close in my wake. If they give chase we will
do our best to escape, but if that may not be, we will fight and fall
together.” The friends shook hands; then, each getting into
his ship,
the stern ropes were cast off, the oars were dipped, and they shot out
upon the blue fiord, which the sinking sun had left in a solemn subdued
light, although his beams still glowed brightly on the snow-clad
mountain peaks.


They had proceeded some distance down the fiord before their
pursuers observed them. Then a mighty shout told that they were
discovered; and the grinding of the heavy ships’ keels was
distinctly
heard upon the shore, as they were pushed off into deep water.
Immediately after, the splash of hundreds of oars warned them to make
haste.


“Pull, my lads,—pull with
heart,” cried Erling; “and let these
slaves see how freemen can make their ocean steeds leap across the sea!
Pull! I see a breeze just off the mouth of the fiord. If we reach that,
we may laugh at the tyrant King.”


“What may yonder line on the water be?”
said Haldor, with an anxious look, as he pointed towards the mouth of
the fiord.


Erling caught his breath, and the blood rushed to his temples
as he gazed for a moment in silence.


“’Tis a boom,” cried Kettle, who
had recovered by this time, and who now leaped towards the fore deck
with terrible energy.


“All is lost!” exclaimed Ulf, in a tone of
bitterness which words cannot express.


“Are ye sure it is a boom?” cried Erling
quickly. Everyone looked
with intense earnestness at the black line that stretched completely
across the mouth of the fiord, and each gave it as his opinion that it
was a boom. There could not indeed be any doubt on the point. King
Harald’s berserk, although somewhat tardy, had fulfilled his
orders but
too well; and now a succession of huge logs, or tree trunks, joined
together by thick iron chains, completely barred their progress seaward.


“Surely we can burst through,” suggested
Kettle, returning to the poop, his huge frame quivering with contending
emotions.


“Impossible,” said Haldor; “I
have tried it before, and failed. Of
course we must make the attempt, but I have no hope except in
this,” he
added, touching his sword, “and not much in that either, now.”


“But I have tried it before, and did not fail, and
I’ll try it
again,” cried Erling heartily. “Come aft, men,
quick, all of ye; every
man except the rowers. Women, children, and cripples, get ye into the
waist. The stoutest men to the oars—jump!”


These orders were obeyed at once. All the best men in the ship
seized the oars, Erling himself, Kettle, and Haldor setting the
example, while Thorer took the helm, and, hailing Glumm, bade him do as
they did.


The effect of this was that the stern of the Swan was so
weighed
down with the weight of people on the poop, that her bows and a third
of her keel were raised high out of the water, while the men, straining
with every fibre of their muscles at the oars, sent her careering
forward with trebled speed, and the foam rolled in milky billows in her
wake.


“When I give the word
‘Forward,’” cried Erling, “leap
like lightning, all of ye, to the fore deck.”


The pursuers, elated by this time with the certainty of
success, pulled also with unwonted energy.


When the Swan came within about twenty yards of the boom,
which floated almost on a level with the water, Thorer gave the
word—


“One stroke for freedom!”


“Ho! ho!” shouted Erling and Haldor,
straining until their oars
cracked again. The foam hissed from the blades, and the Swan rushed as
if she had been suddenly endued with true vitality.


Next moment she stuck fast—with the boom amidships
beneath her!


“Forward!” shouted Erling.


All the unengaged men sprang instantly to the forecastle, and
their
weight sank it slowly down, but it seemed inclined for a moment to
remain balanced on the boom. Hereupon the men at the oars jumped up and
also ran forward. The bow dipped at once, the good ship slid over with
a plunge, and glided out upon the sea!


A great shout or yell told that this had been noticed by their
foes,
who still rowed madly after them; but heedless of this, Erling backed
water and waited for Glumm, who had made similar preparations, and was
now close on the boom. His vessel went fairly on, and stuck halfway, as
the other had done; but when she was balanced and about to turn over,
there was a terrible rending sound in the hull, then a crash, and the
Crane broke in two, throwing half of her crew into the sea on the inner
side of the boom, and the other half outside.


Well was it for them all then that the Swan had waited! She
was at
once backed towards the scene of disaster, and as many as possible were
picked up. Among the rescued was Glumm, with Ada in his arms. But many
were drowned, and a few stuck to the boom, refusing to let go, or to
make any attempt to reach the Swan.


Erling knew, however, that these were sure to be picked up by
the
King’s ships, so he once more ordered the rowers to give way,
and the
vessel sprang forth on her voyage some time before the pursuers reached
the boom. When these did so, most of them attempted to leap it as the
fugitives had done—for none of the Norsemen there lacked
spirit. Some,
however, failed to get on to it at all, others got on a short way and
stuck fast, while two or three ships broke their backs, as
Glumm’s had
done, and threw their crews into the water—but not one got
over.


The men then leaped on the boom, and the sound of axes was
heard as
they laboured to cut it through, or to dash away its iron fastenings.
It was, however, a thoroughly well-executed piece of work, and for a
long time resisted their utmost efforts. When at length it did give
way, and the King’s ships passed through, the Swan was beyond
pursuit—far away on the horizon, with all sail set, and
running before
a stiff breeze, while the shades of evening were closing in around her!


That night there was silence in the Norsemen’s
little ship as she
ploughed her adventurous course over the northern sea, for the thoughts
of all were very sad at being thus rudely driven from their native land
to seek a home where best they might in the wide world. Yet in the
hearts of some of them there was also much happiness.


Hilda’s sanguine mind pictured many sweet and
peaceful abodes, far
from the haunts of warlike men. Alric was happy, because he was
beginning, as he fondly hoped, a life of wild adventure. So was Kettle
Flatnose, for he was now sailing westward, and he knew that Ireland was
somewhere in that direction. But Glumm the Gruff was perhaps the
happiest of all on board, for, besides the delight of having at last
got possession of his bride, he enjoyed, for the first time in his
life, the pleasure of comforting a woman in distress!


Ada’s wild spirit was—we dare not say
eradicated, but—thoroughly
subdued at last. When she thought of her father she laid her head on
Glumm’s broad chest and wept bitterly.


Thus did those Sea-kings sail away from and forsake the land
of
Norway. On their voyage westward they fell in with many ships from
other quarters containing countrymen, Sea-kings and vikings like
themselves, who had also left their native land to seek new homes in
Shetland, Orkney, and the other isles north of Scotland, rather than
submit to the yoke of Harald Haarfager.


They joined company with these, and all sailed westward
together.


Among them was a man named Frode, who was celebrated for
daring and
wisdom, especially for his knowledge of the stars, and his power of
navigating the unknown ocean of the west. To this man was assigned the
direction of the fleet, and all submitted to his guidance; but the
Sea-kings invariably assembled together in council when it was intended
to decide, what they should do or to what part of the world they should
steer.


“My advice is,” said Kettle Flatnose, the
first time they assembled
thus in council, “that we steer first to Ireland, where I can
promise
ye all a hearty welcome, for it is well known that the Irish are a
hospitable people, and my father is a great man there.”


“I fall in with that,” said Glumm,
glancing at Ada, whose eyes had now become his guiding stars!


“The advice is good,” said Erling,
“for, wherever we may finally
come to an anchor, we will be none the worse of getting some provisions
on the way.”


As Haldor, Ulf, Frode, and all the rest were of one mind on
this
point, the ships were steered to Ireland; and when they reached that
country they put ashore in a small bay not far from Dublin, where was a
log hut. To this Kettle went up with Erling and Glumm, and asked the
man of the house how things were going on in Ireland.


“As ill as can be in this district,” said
the man; “there is nothing but vengeance in the hearts of the
people.”


“That is a bad state,” said Kettle, with a
look of anxiety; “what may be the cause of discontent? Is the
old King hard on ye?”


“Thou must have been long away to ask that. The old
King is dead,” said the man.


At this Kettle uttered a great and bitter cry; but,
restraining
himself, asked eagerly if the old Queen were alive. The man replied
that she was. Then Kettle asked how the King met his death.


With a dark frown the man replied that Haabrok the Black had
murdered him and seized the throne. On hearing this Kettle became pale,
but was very calm, and listened attentively while the man went on to
say that Haabrok was such a tyrant that the whole district was ready to
start up as one man and dethrone him, if they had only someone who was
fit to lead them.


“That they shall not long want for,” said
Kettle.


After some more earnest conversation he turned away, and went
down to the shore.


“Now, Erling and Glumm,” said he,
“we must do a little fighting
before I can offer ye the hospitality I spoke of. Will ye aid me in a
venture I have in my mind?”


“That will we,” they replied heartily.


Kettle thereupon explained his views, and said that he had
learned
from the man that his wife was still alive and well, but in the hands
of the king of the district, who was a regicide and a tyrant. It was
then arranged that the Swan should be rowed quietly up towards the
town, and the men landed in the night at a spot where they could be
ready to answer the summons of Kettle, Erling, Glumm, and Ulf, who were
to go up unattended to the King’s house in Dublin, with no
other arms
than their short swords.


On drawing near, these four found the hall of the
King’s house
brilliantly lighted, for great festivities were going on there. No one
interfered with them, because none guessed that so small a party would
dare to go up half-armed for any other than peaceful purposes. They
therefore went through the streets unmolested, and easily passed the
guards, because Kettle plied them with a good deal of that which has
since come to be known by the name of “blarney.”


When they got into the hall, Kettle went straight up to the
high seat or throne on which Haabrok the Black was seated.


“Ye are presumptuous knaves,” said the
tyrant, eyeing the strangers
sternly; “is it thus that ye have been taught to approach the
King?
What is your errand?”


“For the matter of that, thou well-named
villain,” said Kettle, “our
errand will but add to our presumption, for we have come to slay
thee.”


With that Kettle whipped out his sword and cut off
Haabrok’s head,
so that it went rolling over the floor, while the body fell back and
spouted blood all over the horrified court men!


Instantly every man drew his sword; but Erling, Ulf, and Glumm
leaped on the low platform of the throne, and presented such a bold
front, that the bravest men there hesitated to attack them. At the same
moment Kettle raised his sword and shouted, “If there be yet
a true man
in this hall who loves his country and reveres the memory of the good
old King whom this dead dog slew, let him come hither. It is the voice
of the King’s son that calls!”


“Sure, ’tis Kettle; I’d know his
red head anywhere!” exclaimed a shrivelled old woman near the
throne.


“Aye, nurse, it is Kettle himself—come
back again,” he said, glancing towards the old woman with a
kindly smile.


A ringing cheer burst from the crowd and filled the hall;
again and
again it rose, as nearly all the men present rushed round the throne
and waved their swords frantically over their heads, or strove to shake
hands with the son of their old King. In the midst of the tumult a wild
shriek was heard; and the crowd, opening up, allowed a beautiful
dark-eyed woman to rush towards Kettle, with a stalwart boy of about
five years of age clinging to her skirts.


We need scarcely pause to say who these were, nor who the
handsome
matron was who afterwards went and clung round Kettle’s neck,
and
heaped fervent blessings on the head of her long-lost son. It is
sufficient to say that the feast of that night was not interrupted;
that, on the contrary, it was prolonged into the morning, and extended
into every loyal home in the city; and that Kettle Flatnose entertained
his Norse friends right royally for several days, after which he sent
them away laden with gifts and benedictions. They did not quit Ireland,
however, until they had seen him happily and securely seated on the
throne of Dublin.



Sailing northward, the fleet touched at the Orkney and
Shetland
Islands, where they found that a number of the expatriated Sea-kings
had comfortably settled themselves. Here some of Haldor’s
people would
fain have remained, but Frode, who was a man of enterprise, resolved to
penetrate farther into the great unknown sea, to lands which rumour
said did certainly exist there. Accordingly they left Shetland, and
went on until they came to the Faroe Islands. Here they thought of
settling, but on landing they found that a few of the Sea-kings had
taken up their abode there before them.


“Now,” said Frode, “it is my
great desire to break new ground. Shall
we go and search farther to the west for that new island which has been
lately discovered by Ingoll?”


To this Haldor and Ulf said they were agreed. Hilda plucked
Erling
by the sleeve, and whispered in his ear, after which he said that he
too was agreed. Glumm glanced at Ada, who, with a little blush and
smile, nodded. A nod was as good as a word to Glumm, so he also said he
was agreed, and as no one else made objection, the ships’
prows were
again turned towards the setting sun.


North-westward they sailed over the world of waters, until
they came
one fine morning in sight of land. As they drew near they saw that it
was very beautiful, consisting partly of snow-capped mountains, with
green fertile valleys here and there, and streams flowing through them.
They ran the vessels into a bay and landed, and the country looked so
peaceful, and withal so desirable, that it was at once resolved they
should make this place their abode. Accordingly, while most of the men
set themselves to work to land the goods, put up the tents, and make
the women and children comfortable, a select band, well armed, prepared
to go on an expedition into the country, to ascertain whether or not it
was inhabited. Before these set out, however, Christian the hermit
stood up on a rising ground, and, raising his eyes and hands to heaven,
prayed for God’s blessing on their enterprise.


Thereafter plots of land were marked out, houses were built,
“Things” were held, a regular government was
established, and the
island—for such it proved to be—was regularly taken
possession of.


The exploring party found that this was indeed the island
which they
were in search of. It had been discovered about the middle of the ninth
century, and a settlement had been made on it by Ingoll in the year
874; but the band of immigrants under Frode and Haldor was by far the
most important that had landed on it up to that time.


In this manner, and under these circumstances, was Iceland
colonised
by expatriated Norsemen about the beginning of the tenth century!



Good reader, our tale is told. Gladly would we follow, step by
step,
the subsequent career of Erling and Glumm, for the lives of such men,
from first to last, are always fraught with interest and instruction;
but this may not be. We have brought them, with the other chief actors
in this little tale, to a happy point in their adventurous career, and
there we feel that we ought to leave them in peace. Yet we would fain
touch on one or two prominent points in their subsequent history before
bidding them a final farewell.


Let it be recorded, then, that many years after the date of
the
closing scene of our tale, there might have been seen in Iceland, at
the head of a small bay, two pretty cottages, from the doors of which
there was a magnificent view of as sweet a valley as ever filled the
eye or gladdened the heart of man, with a distant glimpse of the great
ocean beyond. On the sward before these cottages was assembled a large
party of young men and maidens, the latter of whom were conspicuous for
the sparkle of their blue eyes and the silky gloss of their fair hair,
while the former were notable because of the great size and handsome
proportions of their figures; some, however, of the men and maidens
were dark and ruddy. The youths were engaged in putting the stone and
throwing the hammer; the maidens looked on with interest—as
maidens
were wont to do on manly pastimes in days of old, and as they are not
unwilling to do occasionally, even in modern times. Around these romped
a host of children of all ages, sizes, and shades.


These were the descendants of Erling the Bold and Glumm the
Gruff.
The two families had, as it were, fused into one grand compound, which
was quite natural, for their natures were diverse yet sympathetic;
besides, Glumm was dark, Erling fair; and it is well known that black
and white always go hand in hand, producing that sweet-toned grey,
which Nature would seem to cherish with a love quite as powerful as the
abhorrence with which she is supposed to regard a vacuum.


Beside each other, leaning against a tree, and admiring the
prowess
of the young men, stood Erling and Glumm, old, it is true, and past the
time when men delight to exercise their muscles, but straight and
stalwart, and still noble specimens of manhood. The most interesting
group, however, was to be seen seated on a rustic bench near the door.
There, sometimes conversing gravely with a silver-haired old man at his
side, or stooping with a quiet smile to caress the head of a child that
had rushed from its playmates for a little to be fondled by the
“old
one”—sat Haldor the Fierce, with Christian the
hermit on one side, and
Ulf of Romsdal on the other. Their heads were pure white, and their
frames somewhat bent, but health still mantled on the sunburnt cheeks,
and sparkled in the eyes of the old Norse Sea-kings.


Within the house might have been seen two exceedingly handsome
matrons—such as one may see in Norway at the present
time—who called
each other Hilda and Ada, and who vied with a younger Hilda and Ada in
their attentions upon two frail but cheery old women whom they called
“Granny Heff” and “Granny Ast”.
How very unlike—and yet how like—were
these to the Herfrida and Astrid of former days!


Between the old dames there sat on a low stool a man of
gigantic
proportions, who had scarcely reached middle age, and who was still
overflowing with the fun and fire of youth. He employed himself in
alternately fondling and “chaffing” the two old
women, and he was such
an exact counterpart of what Erling the Bold was at the age of thirty,
that his own mother was constantly getting confused, and had to be
reminded that he was Alric, and not Erling!


Alric’s wife, a daughter of Glumm, was with the
young people on the
lawn, and his six riotous children were among the chief tormentors of
old Haldor.


Ingeborg was there too, sharp as ever, but not quite so sour.
She
was not a spinster. There were few spinsters in those days! She had
married a man of the neighbouring valley, whom she loved to
distraction, and whom she led the life of a dog! But it was her nature
to be cross-grained. She could not help it, and the poor man appeared
to grow fonder of her the more she worried him!


As for Ivor the Old and Finn the One-eyed, they, with most of
their
contemporaries, had long been gathered to their fathers, and their
bones reposed on the grassy slopes of Laxriverdale.


As for the other personages of our tale, we have only space to
remark that King Harald Haarfager succeeded in his wish to obtain the
undivided sovereignty of Norway, but he failed to perpetuate the
change; for the kingdom was, after his death, redivided amongst his
sons. The last heard of Hake the berserk was, that he had been seen in
the midst of a great battle to have both his legs cut off at one sweep,
and that he died fighting on his stumps! Jarl Rongvold was burnt by
King Harald’s sons, but his stout son, Rolf Ganger, left his
native
land, and conquered Normandy, whence his celebrated descendant, William
the Conqueror, came across the Channel and conquered England.


Yes, there is perhaps more of Norse blood in your veins than
you wot
of, reader, whether you be English or Scotch; for those sturdy sea
rovers invaded our lands from north, south, east, and west many a time
in days gone by, and held it in possession for centuries at a time,
leaving a lasting and beneficial impress on our customs and characters.
We have good reason to regard their memory with respect and gratitude,
despite their faults and sins, for much of what is good and true in our
laws and social customs, much manly and vigorous in the British
Constitution, of our intense love of freedom and fairplay, are pith,
pluck, enterprise, and sense of justice that dwelt in the breasts of
the rugged old Sea-kings of Norway!
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  Chapter One.


  A Romance of Old Albion.


  



  Opens with Leave-Taking.


  



  Nearly two thousand seven hundred years ago—or somewhere about eight hundred years B.C.—there dwelt a Phoenician sea-captain in one of the eastern sea-ports of Greece—known at that period, or soon after, as Hellas.


  This captain was solid, square, bronzed, bluff, and resolute, as all sea-captains are—or ought to be—whether ancient or modern. He owned, as well as commanded, one of those curious vessels with one mast and a mighty square-sail, fifty oars or so, double-banked, a dragon’s tail in the stern and a horse’s head at the prow, in which the Phoenicians of old and other mariners were wont to drive an extensive and lucrative trade in the Mediterranean; sometimes pushing their adventurous keels beyond the Pillars of Hercules, visiting the distant Cassiterides or Tin Isles, and Albion, and even penetrating northward into the Baltic, in search of tin, amber, gold, and what not.


  One morning this captain, whose name was Arkal, sauntered up from the harbour to his hut, which stood on a conspicuous eminence overlooking the bay. His hands were not thrust into his pockets, because he had no pockets to put them into—the simple tunic of the period being destitute of such appendages. Indeed, the coarse linen tunic referred to constituted the chief part of his costume, the only other portions being a pair of rude shoes on his feet, a red fez or tarbouche on his bushy brown locks, and yards of something wound round his lower limbs to protect them from thorns on shore, as well as from the rasping of cordage and cargo at sea.


  At the door of his hut stood his pretty little Greek wife, with a solid, square, bluff, and resolute, but not yet bronzed, baby in her arms.


  “Well, Penelope, I’m off,” said the captain. At least he used words to that effect, as he enveloped wife and baby in a huge embrace.


  Of course he spoke in a dialect of ancient Greek, of which we render a free translation.


  The leave-taking was of the briefest, for just then a loud halloo from his mate, or second in command, apprised the captain that all was ready to set sail. But neither Penelope nor her husband were anxious souls or addicted to the melting mood. The square baby was rather more given to such conditions. In emulation of the mate it set up a sudden howl which sent its father away laughing to the harbour.


  “No sign of the young men,” remarked the mate, as his superior came within hail.


  “It is ever the way with these half-fledged boys who think themselves men while their faces are yet hairless,” growled the captain, casting a glance at his unfailing chronometer, the rising sun. “They have no more regard for the movements of that ball of fire than if it was set in the sky merely to shine and keep them warm, and had no reference whatever to time. If this youth from Albion does not appear soon, I shall set sail without him, prince though he be, and leave him to try his hand at swimming to the Cassiterides. His comrade and friend, Dromas, assured me they would not keep us waiting; but he is no better than the rest of them—a shouting, singing, smooth-faced, six-foot set they are, who think they inherit the combined wisdom of all their grandfathers but none of their weaknesses; reckless fear-nothings, fit only for war and the Olympic games!”


  “Nevertheless, we could not do well without them,” returned the mate, glancing significantly at the ship’s crew, a large proportion of which was composed of these same stalwart fear-nothings of whom his leader spoke so contemptuously; “at least they would make a fine show at these games, and our ventures at sea would not prosper so well if we had not such to help us.”


  “True, true, and I would not speak slightingly of them, but they do try one’s patience; here is the wind failing, and we all ready to hoist sail,” returned the captain with another growl, a glance at the sky, and a frown at his vessel, everything about which betokened readiness for instant departure. The crew—partly composed of slaves—were seated at the oars; the fighting men and seamen were all on board arranging their shields round the vessel’s sides, and the great sail was cast loose ready to hoist as soon as the mouth of the harbour should be cleared.


  Just then a band of young men issued from the town, and the captain’s good humour was restored as they hurried towards him. They seemed to be much excited, and talked in loud tones as they advanced, their manners and costumes indicating that they belonged to the upper ranks of society.


  One of the band, a fair youth, towered, like Saul, head and shoulders above his fellows. Another, of dark complexion, handsome features, and elegant, active frame, hurried forward to salute the captain.


  “I fear we have kept you waiting,” he said with a pleasant expression that disarmed reproof.


  “I will not deny that, Dromas,” answered the captain, “but you have not detained me long. Nevertheless, I was on the point of sailing without your friend, for the winds and waves respect no one.”


  “But you are neither a wind nor a wave,” remarked the youth.


  “True, but I am the humble friend of both,” retorted the captain, “and am bound to accommodate myself to them. I suppose this is the prince you spoke of,” he added, turning to the towering youth already referred to, with the air of a man who had as little—or as much—regard for a prince as a peasant.


  “Yes, Captain Arkal, this is Prince Bladud. Let me present him to you.”


  As the prince and the seaman joined hands the latter looked up from an altitude of five feet six and squared his broad shoulders with the air of a man ready to defy all creation, and anxious rather than otherwise to do so. The prince, on the other hand, looked down from an eminence of six feet seven, and bent his head with a modest grace and a genial smile that indicated a desire to be on good terms, if possible, with the world at large.


  Although almost equal as to physical strength, the inequality of the two men in height rendered their experience in those rude warlike times very dissimilar, for, whereas the sailor was often compelled to give proof of his strength to tall unbelievers, the prince very seldom had occasion to do so. Hence, partly, their difference in manner, the one being somewhat pugnacious and the other conciliatory, while both were in reality good-natured, peace-loving men.


  No two men, however, could have been more unlike in outward aspect. The prince was, if we may say so, built on the Gothic model—fair, blue-eyed, bulky of limb, huge, muscular, massive, with a soft beard and moustache—for he had not yet seen twenty-four summers—and hair that fell like rippling gold on his shoulders. Captain Arkal, on the contrary, was dark, with a thick reddish beard, luxuriant brown hair, piercing black eyes, and limbs that were hardened as well as darkened by thirty years of constant exposure to elemental and other warfare.


  “I hope that I may be of some use to you,” said the prince, “though I profess not to know more of seamanship than I acquired during my voyage hither, and as that voyage occurred six years ago, it may be that I have lost the little I had learned. But if pirates should assail us, perhaps I may do you some service.”


  “Little fear I have of that,” returned the captain with an approving nod. “Now, bid your comrades farewell and get on board, for the wind is failing fast, and it behoves us to get well forward on our voyage before night.”


  It was evident that the leave-taking which ensued was not merely formal, for the youths from whom Bladud was parting had been his companions in study for six years, as well as his competitors in all the manly games of the period, and as he excelled them all in most things—especially in athletics—some looked up to the young prince from Albion as a sort of demi-god, while others to whom he had been helpful in many ways regarded him with the warmest affection.


  “Come here aside with me; I must have a few last words with you alone,” said Bladud, taking young Dromas by the arm and leading him aside.


  The prince’s other friends made no objection to this evidence of preference, for Dromas had shared the same apartment with him while in Athens, and engaged in similar studies with Bladud for several years; had travelled with him in the East, and sailed over the sea in his company, even as far as Egypt, besides having been second to him in most of the games practised by the young men. Indeed, at the high jump he equalled, and at the short race had even excelled him.


  “Dromas,” said the prince impressively— “Come, now, my old friend and comrade,” interrupted the Greek youth lightly, “don’t put on such a long face. I foresee that you are about to give me a lecture, and I don’t want the tone of remonstrance to be the last that I shall hear. I know that I’m a wild, good-for-nothing fellow, and can guess all you would say to me. Let us rather talk of your speedy return to Hellas, for, to tell you the truth, I feel as if the loss of you would leave me like a poor man who has been crippled in the wars. I shall be a mere shadow till you return.”


  There was a slight tremor in the voice, which showed that much of the gaiety of the young man was forced.


  “Nay, I have no mind to give you a lecture,” returned Bladud, “I only ask you to grant me two requests.”


  “Granted, before mentioned, for you have ever been a reasonable creature, Bladud, and I trust you to retain your character on the present occasion.”


  “Well, then, my first request is that you will often remember the many talks that you and I have had about the gods, and the future life, and the perplexing conditions in which we now live.”


  “Remember them,” exclaimed Dromas with animation, “my difficulty would be to forget them! The questions which you have propounded and attempted to answer—for I do not admit that you have been quite successful in the attempt—have started up and rung in my ears at all kinds of unseasonable times. They haunt me often in my dreams—though, to say truth, I dream but little, save when good fellowship has led me to run supper into breakfast—they worry me during my studies, which, you know, are frequent though not prolonged; they come between me and the worthy rhapsodist when he is in the middle of the most interesting—or least wearisome—passage of the poem, and they even intrude on me at the games. The very last race I ran was lost, only by a few inches, because our recent talk on the future of cats caused a touch of internal laughter which checked my pace at the most critical moment. You may rest assured that I cannot avoid granting your first request. What is your second?”


  “That you promise to visit me in my home in Albion. You know that it will be impossible for me ever again to re-visit these shores, where I have been so happy. My father, if he forgives my running away from him, will expect me to help him in the management of his affairs. But you have nothing particular to detain you here—”


  “You forget—the old woman,” interrupted Dromas gravely.


  “What old woman?” asked Bladud in surprise.


  “My mother!” returned his friend.


  The prince looked a little confused and hastened to apologise. Dromas’ mother was one of those unfortunate people who existed in the olden time as well as in modern days, though perhaps not so numerously. She was a confirmed invalid, who rarely quitted her house, and was seldom seen by any one save her most intimate friends, so that she was apt to be forgotten—out of sight out of mind, then as now.


  “Forgive me, Dromas—,” began Bladud, but his friend interrupted him.


  “I cannot forgive when I have nothing to forgive! Say no more about that. But, now I come to consider of it, I grant your second request conditionally. If my mother agrees to accompany me to Albion, you may expect to see me some day or other—perhaps a year or two hence. You see, since my father and brother were slain in the last fight with our neighbours, I am the only one left to comfort her, so I cannot forsake her.”


  “Then this will be our final parting,” returned Bladud, sadly, “for your mother will never consent to leave home.”


  “I don’t know that,” returned Dromas with a laugh. “The dear old soul is intensely adventurous, like myself, and I do believe would venture on a voyage to the Cassiterides, if the fancy were strong upon her. You have no idea how powerfully I can work upon her feelings. I won’t say that I can make much impression on her intellect. Indeed, I have reason to know that she does not believe in intellect except as an unavoidable doorway leading into the feelings. The fact is, I tried her the other day with the future of cats, and do you know, instead of treating that subject with the gravity it merits, she laughed in my face and called me names—not exactly bad names, such as the gods might object to—but names that were not creditable to the intelligence of her first-born. Now,” continued Dromas with increasing gravity, “when I paint to her the beauty of your native land; the splendour of your father’s court; the kindliness of your mother, and the exceeding beauty of your sister—fair like yourself, blue-eyed, tall—you said she was tall, I think?”


  “Yes—rather tall.”


  “Of course not quite so tall as yourself, say six feet or so, with a slight, feminine beard—no? you shake your head; well, smooth-faced and rosy, immense breadth of shoulders—ah! I have often pictured to myself that sister of yours—”


  “Hilloa!” shouted Captain Arkal in a nautical tone that might almost have been styled modern British in its character.


  It was an opportune interruption, for Dromas had been running on with his jesting remarks for the sole purpose of crushing down the feelings that almost unmanned him.


  With few but fervently uttered words the final farewells were at last spoken. The oars were dipped; the vessel shot from the land, swept out upon the blue waves of the Aegean, the sail was hoisted, and thus began the long voyage to the almost unknown islands of the far North-West.
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  Chapter Two.


  Temporary Delay through Elements and Pirates.


  



  But it is not our purpose to inflict the entire log of that voyage on our reader, adventurous though the voyage was. Matter of much greater importance claims our regard. Still it would be unjust to our voyagers to pass it over in absolute silence.


  At the very commencement of it, there occurred one of those incidents to which all voyagers are more or less subject. A gale arose the very evening of the day on which they left port, which all but swamped the little vessel, and the violence of the wind was so great that their huge sail was split from top to bottom. In spite of the darkness and the confusion that ensued, Captain Arkal, by his prompt action and skilful management, saved the vessel from immediate destruction. Fortunately the gale did not last long, and, during the calm that followed, the rent was repaired and the sail re-set.


  Then occurred another incident that threatened to cut short the voyage even more disastrously than by swamping.


  The sea over which they steered swarmed with pirates at the time we write of, as it continued to swarm during many centuries after. Merchantmen, fully aware of the fact, were in those days also men of war. They went forth on their voyages fully armed with sword, javelin, and shield, as well as with the simple artillery of the period—bows and arrows, slings and stones.


  On the afternoon of the day that followed the gale, the vessel—which her captain and owner had named the Penelope in honour of his wife—was running before a light breeze, along the coast of one of the islands with which that sea is studded.


  Bladud and some of the crew were listening at the time to an account given by a small seaman named Maikar, of a recent adventure on the sea, when a galley about as large as their own was seen to shoot suddenly from the mouth of a cavern in the cliffs in which it had lain concealed. It was double-banked and full of armed men, and was rowed in such a way as to cut in advance of the Penelope. The vigour with which the oars were plied, and the rapidity with which the sail was run up, left no doubt as to the nature of the craft or the intentions of those who manned it.


  “The rascals!” growled Arkal with a dark frown, “I more than half expected to find them here.”


  “Pirates, I suppose?” said Bladud.


  “Ay—and not much chance of escaping them. Give another haul on the sail-rope, mate, and pull, men, pull, if you would save your liberty—for these brutes have no mercy.”


  The sail was tightened up a few inches, and the vessel was put more directly before the wind. The way in which the slaves bent to the oars showed that the poor fellows fully understood the situation.


  For a few minutes Captain Arkal watched the result in stern silence. Then, with an unwonted look and tone of bitterness, he said in a low voice—


  “No—I thought as much. She sails faster than we do. Now, friend Bladud, you shall presently have a chance of proving whether your royal blood is better than that of other men.”


  To this remark the prince made no other reply than by a good-natured smile as he took up the bronze helmet which lay beside his sword on the thwart and placed it on his head.


  Captain Arkal regarded him with a sort of grim satisfaction as he followed up the action by buckling on his sword.


  The sword in question was noteworthy. It was a single-handed weapon of iron, made in Egypt, to suit the size and strength of its owner, and was large enough to have served as a two-handed sword for most men.


  “You can throw a javelin, no doubt?” asked the captain, as he watched the young man’s leisurely preparations for the expected combat.


  “Yes, I have practised throwing the spear a good deal—both in peace and war.”


  “Good. I have got one here that will suit you. It belonged to my grandfather, who was a stout man, and made powerful play with it during a neighbouring tribe’s raid—when I was a baby—to the discomfort, I have been told, and surprise of his foes. I always keep it by me for luck, and have myself used it on occasion, though I prefer a lighter one for ordinary use. Here it is—a pretty weapon,” he continued, drawing a javelin of gigantic proportions from under the gunwale and handing it to Bladud. “But we must proceed with caution in this matter. Take off your helmet at present, and try to look frightened if you can.”


  “I fear me that will be difficult, captain.”


  “Not in the least. Look here, nothing is easier when you get used to it.”


  As he spoke Arkal caused his stern visage to relax into a look of such amiable sheepishness that Bladud could not repress a sudden laugh which recalled and intensified the captain’s fierce expression instantly.


  “Learn to subdue yourself, young man,” he muttered sternly. “If these pirates hear laughter, do you think they can be made to believe we are afraid of them?”


  “Forgive me, captain; if you had seen your own face, you would have joined in the laugh. I will be more careful. But how do you mean to proceed, and what do you wish me to do?”


  Captain Arkal, who was restored to good-humour by this compliment to his power of expression, as well as by the modesty with which the prince received his rebuke, explained his intentions—in low, earnest tones, however, for they were by that time drawing near to the piratical craft.


  Having got well ahead of the Penelope, it had backed its sail and lay still, awaiting her coming up.


  “Creep to the bow, Bladud, with your helmet off, and show as little of your bulk as may be. Show only your head above the bulwarks, and look as miserable as I did just now—more so if you can. Take your sword, javelin, and shield with you. I need say no more to a man of war. Use them when you see your opportunity.”


  Bladud received his orders in silence, and obeyed them with that unquestioning and unhesitating promptitude which is one of the surest evidences of fitness to command. Meanwhile the mate, who was accustomed to his captain’s habits, and needed no instructions, had caused the sailors to lay their shields and swords out of sight at their feet, so that they might approach the pirates in the character of simple traders who were completely cowed by the appearance of the foe. To increase this aspect of fear, the sail was lowered as they drew near, and the oars were used to complete the distance that yet intervened between the two vessels.


  This humble and submissive approach did not, however, throw the pirates quite off their guard. They stood to their arms and prepared to spring on board their victim when close enough. As the pirate vessel lay motionless on the water she presented her broadside to the trader. The captain took care to steer so that this relative position should be maintained. The pirate chief, a huge man in rude armour, with a breast-plate of thick bull-hide and a shield of the same on his left arm, gave orders to pull the oars on one side of his vessel so that the two might be brought alongside.


  They were about fifty yards apart at the moment. Before the order could be carried into effect, however, Arkal uttered a low hiss. Instantly the double banks of oars bent almost to the breaking point, and the Penelope leaped forward like a sentient creature. Each man seized sword and shield and sprang up, and Bladud, forgetting both helmet and shield in the hurry of the moment, poised the mighty javelin which had so astonished its owner’s enemies in days gone by, and in another moment hurled it shrieking through the air. It flew straight as a thunderbolt at the pirate chief; pierced through shield and breastplate, and came out at his back, sending him headlong into the arms of his horrified crew.


  The whole incident was so sudden that the pirates had scarcely time to recover from their surprise when the bow of the Penelope crashed into the side of their vessel and stove it in, for the trader, like some of the war-vessels of the period, was provided with a ram for this very purpose.


  As the Penelope recoiled from the shock, a yell of rage burst from the pirates, and a volley of javelins and stones followed, but, owing to the confusion resulting from the shock, these were ill-directed, and such of them as found their mark were caught on the shields. Before another discharge could be made, the pirate vessel heeled over and sank, leaving her crew of miscreants struggling in the sea. Some of them—being, strange to say, unable to swim—were drowned. Others were killed in the water, while a few, taking their swords in their teeth, swam to the trader and made desperate attempts to climb on board. Of course they failed, and in a few minutes nothing remained of the pirate vessel to tell of the tragedy that had been enacted, except an oar or two and a few spars left floating on the sea.


  “Would that all the sea-robbers in these parts could be as easily and thoroughly disposed of,” remarked the captain, as he gave orders to re-hoist the sail. “Ho! Bladud, my worthy prince, come aft here. What detains you?”


  But Bladud did not answer to the call. A stone from the enemy had fallen on his defenceless head and knocked him down insensible.


  Four of the men now raised him up. As they did so, one of the men—the small seaman, Maikar—was found underneath him in a state of semi-consciousness. While they carried Bladud aft, the little sailor began to gasp and sneeze.


  “Not killed, I see,” remarked the mate, looking into his face with some anxiety.


  “No, not quite,” sighed Maikar, drawing a long breath, and raising himself on one elbow, with a slightly dazed look, “but I never was so nearly burst in all my life. If an ox had fallen on me he could not have squeezed me flatter. Do, two of you, squeeze me the other way, to open me out a little; there’s no room in me left to breathe—scarcely room to think.”


  “Oh! your battles are not yet over, I see,” said the mate, going off to the stern of the vessel, where he found Bladud just recovering consciousness and smiling at the remarks of the captain, who busied himself in stanching the wound, just over his frontal bone, from which blood was flowing freely.


  “H’m! this comes of sheer recklessness. I told you to take off your helmet, but I did not tell you to keep it off. Man, you launched that javelin well!—better than I could have done it myself. Indeed, I doubt if my old grandfather could have done it with such telling effect—straight through and through. I saw full a hand-breadth come out at the villain’s back. What say you, mate? Little Maikar wounded?”


  “No, not wounded, but nearly burst, as he says himself; and no wonder, for Bladud fell upon him.”


  “Didn’t I tell you, mate,” said the captain, looking up with a grin, “that nothing will kill little Maikar? Go to, man, you pretend to be a judge of men; yet you grumbled at me for engaging him as one of our crew. Do you feel better now, prince?”


  “Ay, greatly better, thank you,” replied Bladud, putting his hand gently on the bandages with which the captain had skilfully bound his head.


  “That is well. I think, now, that food will do you service. What say you?”


  “Nay, with your leave, I prefer sleep,” said the prince, stretching himself out on the deck. “A little rest will suffice, for my head is noted for its thickness, and my brain for its solidity—at least so my good father was wont to say; and I’ve always had great respect for his opinion.”


  “Ah, save when it ran counter to your own,” suggested Arkal; “and especially that time when you ran away from home and came out here in the long ship of my trading friend.”


  “I have regretted that many a time since then, and I am now returning home to offer submission.”


  “D’you think that he’ll forgive you?”


  “I am sure he will, for he is a kind man; and I know he loves me, though he has never said so.”


  “I should like to know that father of yours. I like your description of him—so stern of face, yet so kind of heart, and with such an unchangeable will when he sees what is right. But what is right, and what is wrong?”


  “Ay—what is—who can tell? Some people believe that the gods make their will known to man through the Delphic Oracle.”


  “Boh!” exclaimed the captain with a look of supreme contempt.


  The turn of thought silenced both speakers for a time; and when Captain Arkal turned to resume the conversation, he found that his friend was sound asleep.
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  Chapter Three.


  On the Voyage.


  



  Weather has always been, and, we suppose, always will be, capricious. Its uncertainty of character—in the Levant, as in the Atlantic, in days of old as now, was always the same—smiling to-day; frowning to-morrow; playful as a lamb one day; raging like a lion the next.


  After the rough handling experienced by the Penelope at the beginning of her voyage, rude Boreas kindly retired, and spicy breezes from Africa rippled the sea with just sufficient force to intensify its heavenly blue, and fill out the great square-sail so that there was no occasion to ply the oars. One dark, starlight but moonless night, a time of quiet talk prevailed from stem to stern of the vessel as the grizzled mariners spun long yarns of their prowess and experiences on the deep, for the benefit of awe-stricken and youthful shipmates whose careers were only commencing.


  “You’ve heard, no doubt, of the great sea-serpent?” observed little Maikar, who had speedily recovered from the flattening to which Bladud had subjected him, and was busy enlivening a knot of young fellows in the bow of the ship.


  “Of course we have!” cried one; “father used to tell me about it when I was but a small boy. He never saw it himself, though he had been to the Tin Isles and Albion more than once; but he said he had met with men who had spoken with shipmates who had heard of it from men who had seen it only a few days before, and who described it exactly.”


  “Ah!” remarked another, “but I have met a man who had seen it himself on his first voyage, when he was quite a youth; and he said it had a bull’s head and horns, with a dreadful long body all over scales, and something like an ass’s tail at the end.”


  “Pooh!—nonsense!” exclaimed little Maikar, twirling his thumbs, for smoking had not been introduced into the world at that period—and thumb-twirling would seem to have served the ancient world for leisurely pastime quite as well, if not better—at least we are led to infer so from the fact that Herodotus makes no mention of anything like a vague, mysterious sensation of unsatisfied desire to fill the mouth with smoke in those early ages, which he would certainly have done had the taste for smoke been a natural craving, and thumb-twirling an unsatisfactory occupation. This absolute silence of the “Father of History,” we think, almost proves our point. “Nonsense!” repeated little Maikar. “The youth of the man who told you about the serpent accounts for his wild description, for youth is prone to strange imaginings and—”


  “It seems to me,” interrupted a grave man, who twirled his thumbs in that slow, deliberate way in which a contemplative man smokes—“it seems to me that there’s no more truth about the great sea-serpent than there is about the golden fleece. I don’t believe in either of them.”


  “Don’t you? Well, all I can say is,” returned the little man, gazing fixedly in the grave comrade’s face, “that I saw the great sea-serpent with my own eyes!”


  “No! did you?” exclaimed the group, drawing their heads closer together with looks of expectancy.


  “Ay, that did I, mates; but you mustn’t expect wild descriptions about monsters with bulls’ horns and asses’ tails from me. I like truth, and the truth is, that the brute was so far away at the time we saw it, that not a man of us could tell exactly what it was like, and when we tried the description, we were all so different, that we gave it up; but we were all agreed on this point, that it certainly was the serpent.”


  The listeners seemed rather disappointed at this meagre account and sudden conclusion of what had bidden fair to become a stirring tale of the sea; but Maikar re-aroused their expectations by stating his firm belief that it was all nonsense about there being only one sea-serpent.


  “Why, how could there be only one?” he demanded, ceasing to twirl, in order that he might clench his fist and smite his knee with emphasis. “Haven’t you got a grandfather?” he asked, turning suddenly to the grave man.


  “Certainly, I’ve got two of them if you come to that,” he answered, taken rather aback by the brusque and apparently irrelevant nature of the question.


  “Just so—two of them,” repeated the little man, “and don’t you think it likely that the sea serpent must have had two grandfathers also?”


  “Undoubtedly—and two grandmothers as well. Perhaps he’s got them yet,” replied the grave man with a contemplative look over the side, where the rippling sea gleamed with phosphoric brilliancy.


  “Exactly so,” continued Maikar in an eager tone, “and of course these also must have had two grandfathers besides a mother each, and it is more than likely that the great sea-serpent himself is the father of a large family.”


  “Which implies a wife,” suggested one of the seamen.


  “Not necessarily,” objected an elderly seaman, who had once been to the lands lying far to the north of Albion, and had acquired something of that tendency to object to everything at all times which is said to characterise the people of the far North. “Not necessarily,” he repeated, “for the serpent may be a bachelor with no family at all.”


  There was a short laugh at this, and an illogical man of the group made some irrelevant observation which led the conversation into a totally different channel, and relegated the great sea-serpent, for the time being, to oblivion!


  While the men were thus engaged philosophising in the bow, Bladud and the captain were chatting in subdued voices in the stern.


  “It is impossible,” said the latter, in reply to a remark made by the former, “it is impossible for me to visit your father’s court this year, though it would please me much to do so, but my cargo is intended for the south-western Cassiterides. To get round to the river on the banks of which your home stands would oblige me to run far towards the cold regions, into waters which I have not yet visited—though I know them pretty well by hearsay. On another voyage I may accomplish it, but not on this one.”


  “I am sorry for that, Arkal, because things that are put off to another time are often put off altogether. But the men of the Tin Isles often visit my father’s town in their boats with copper and tin, and there are tracks through the forest which horses can traverse. Could you not visit us overland? It would not be a journey of many weeks, and your trusty mate might look after the ship in your absence. Besides, the diggers may not have enough of the metal ready to fill your ship, so you may be idle a long time. What say you?”


  Captain Arkal frowned, as was his wont when considering a knotty question, and shook his head.


  “I doubt if I should be wise to venture so much,” he said; “moreover, we are not yet at the end of our voyage. It is of little use troubling one’s-self about the end of anything while we are only at the beginning.”


  “Nevertheless,” rejoined Bladud, “to consider the possible end while yet at the beginning, seems not unreasonable, though, undoubtedly, we may never reach the end. Many a fair ship sets sail and never returns.”


  “Ay, that is true, as I know to my cost,” returned the captain, “for this is not my first venture. A long time ago I loaded a ship about the size of this one, and sent her under command of one of my best friends to the Euxine sea for gold. I now think that that old story about Jason and his ship Argo sailing in search of the golden fleece was running too strong in my youthful brain. Besides that, of course I had heard the report that there is much gold in that direction, and my hopes were strong, for you know all the world runs after gold. Anyhow, my ship sailed and I never saw her or my friend again. Since then I have contented myself with copper and tin.”


  A slight increase in the wind at that moment caused the captain to dismiss his golden and other memories, and look inquiringly to windward.


  “A squall, methinks?” said Bladud.


  “No, only a puff,” replied his friend, ordering the steersman to alter the course a little.


  The squall or puff was only strong enough to cause the Penelope to make a graceful bow to the controlling element and cleave the sparkling water with her prow so swiftly that she left a gleaming wake as of lambent fire astern. It was short-lived, however, and was followed by a calm which obliged little Maikar and his comrades to cease their story-telling and ply their fifty oars. Thus the pace was kept going, though not quite so swiftly as if they were running before a stiff breeze.


  “The gods are propitious,” said the captain; “we are going to have a prosperous voyage.”


  “How many gods are propitious?” asked Bladud.


  “That is a question much too deep for me to answer.”


  “But not too deep to think of—is it?”


  “Of what use would be my thinking?” returned the captain, lightly. “I leave such matters to the learned.”


  “Now, mate,” he added, turning to his subordinate, “I’m going to rest a while. See that you keep an open eye for squalls and pirates. Both are apt to come down on you when you least expect them.”


  But neither squalls nor pirates were destined to interfere with the Penelope during the greater part of that voyage. Day after day the skies were clear, the sea comparatively smooth, and the winds favourable. Sometimes they put ashore, when the weather became stormy and circumstances were favourable. On such occasions they lighted camp-fires under the trees, the ruddy light of which glowed with a grand effect on the picturesque sailors as they sat, stood, or reclined around them.


  At other times they were obliged to keep more in the open sea, and occasionally met with traders like themselves returning home, with whom, of course, they were glad to fraternise for a time and exchange views.


  Once only did they meet with anything like a piratical vessel, but as that happened to be late in the evening, they managed, by plying the oars vigorously, and under the shade of night, to escape a second encounter with those robbers of the sea.


  Thus, in course of time, the length of the great inland sea was traversed, the southern coast of what is now known as France was reached, and the captain’s prophecy with regard to a prosperous voyage was thus far fulfilled.
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  Chapter Four.


  The Storm and Wreck.


  



  It was near daybreak on the morning of a night of unclouded splendour when the mate of the Penelope aroused his chief with the information that appearances to windward betokened a change of some sort in the weather.


  “If there is a change at all it must be for the worse,” said Arkal, raising himself on one elbow, rubbing his eyes, yawning, and then casting a glance over the side where the rippling foam told that the wind was increasing. Raising his eyes to the windward horizon, he threw aside the sheepskin blanket that covered him and rose up quickly.


  “There is indeed a change coming. Rouse the men and reduce the sail, mate. Bestir you! The squalls are sudden here.”


  The orders were obeyed with promptitude. In a few minutes the sail was reduced to its smallest size, and all loose articles about the vessel were made fast.


  “You expect a gale, captain?” asked Bladud, who was aroused by the noise of the preparations.


  “Ay—or something like one. When a cloud like that rises up on the horizon there is usually something more than a puff coming. You had better keep well under the lee of the bulwarks when it strikes us.”


  Bladud’s nautical experience had already taught him what to expect and how to act in the circumstance that threatened. Standing close to the side of the ship, he laid hold of a stanchion and looked out to windward, as most of the crew were by that time doing. Captain Arkal himself took the helm.


  The increasing daylight showed them that the bank of cloud was spreading quickly over the sky towards the zenith, while a soft hissing sound told of the approaching wind. Soon the blackness on the sea intensified, and white gleams as of flashing light showed where the waves were torn into foam by the rushing wind.


  With a warning to “hold on fast!” the captain turned the vessel’s head so as to meet the blast. So fierce was it that it cut off the crests of the wavelets, blowing the sea almost flat for a time, and producing what is known as a white squall. The sail was kept fluttering until the fury of the onset was over, then the wind was allowed to fill it; the Penelope bent down until the sea began to bubble over the lee bulwarks, and in a few moments more she was springing over the fast rising waves like a nautical racehorse.


  Every moment the gale increased, obliging the mariners to show but a corner of the sail. Even this had at last to be taken in, and, during the whole of that dismal day and of the black night which followed, the Penelope drove helplessly before the wind under a bare pole. Fortunately the gale was favourable, so that they were enabled to lay their course, but it required all the skill and seamanship of Captain Arkal to prevent their being pooped and swamped by the waves that rolled hissing after them as if hungering mightily to swallow them up.


  To have the right man in the right place at such times of imminent danger is all-important, not only to the safety of the craft, but to the peace of mind of those whose lives are in jeopardy. All on board the little vessel during that hurricane felt much comforted by the knowledge that their captain was in the right place. Although a “square man,” he had by no means been fitted into a round hole! Knowing this, Prince Bladud felt no anxiety as to the management of the craft, and gave himself up to contemplate the grandeur of the storm, for the howling blast, creaking spars, and bursts of rattling thunder, rendered conversation out of the question.


  During a slight lull, however, Bladud asked the question whether the captain knew on what part of the coast they were running.


  “Not exactly,” he replied, “we have been running so long in darkness that I can only guess. If it holds on much longer like this I shall have to put her head to wind and wait for more light. It may be that we have been driven too far to the left, and there are islands hereabouts that we must keep well clear of. I would that we had put into some bay for shelter before this befell us. Ho! mate.”


  “Ay, captain.”


  “See that you put our sharpest pair of eyes in the bow, and let a second pair watch the first, lest the owner of them should go to sleep.”


  “Little Maikar is there, sir,” shouted the mate, “and I am watching him myself.”


  “We shall do well with Maikar in the bow, for he sees like a weasel, and is trustworthy,” muttered the captain as he glanced uneasily over the stern, where the hungry waves were still hissing tumultuously after them, as if rendered furious by the delayed meal.


  At daybreak on the second day the gale moderated a little, and they were enabled once more to show a corner of their sail, and to encourage the hope that the worst was over. But a fresh outburst, of greater fury than before, soon dashed these hopes, and obliged the captain to throw overboard all the spare spars and some of the heaviest part of the cargo. Still the gale increased, and the impatient waves began to lip over the poop occasionally as if unable to refrain from tasting!


  “More cargo must go,” muttered the captain, with a gloomy frown. Being resolute, he gave orders to that effect.


  Presently the order was given to take soundings. When this was done it was found that they were in twenty fathoms water. On taking another cast, the depth reported was fifteen fathoms.


  There were no charts covered with soundings to guide the mariner in those days, but it did not require much experience to convince a seaman that land was probably too near, with such a sudden change from twenty to fifteen fathoms. Arkal was, however, not unprepared for it, and quickly gave orders to stand by to let go the anchors. At that moment the voice of little Maikar was heard shouting, in stentorian tones, “Land ahead!”


  The captain replied with a sharp “let go!” and four anchors were promptly dropped from the stern. At the same moment he placed the helm fair amidships, and made it fast with rudder-bands. As the stern of the Penelope was formed like the bow, a sharp cut-water was by this means instantly presented to the sea, thus avoiding the necessity and danger incurred by modern ships, in similar circumstances, of anchoring by the head and swinging round.


  The hungry waves hissed tumultuously on, but were cleft and passed under the ship disappointed, for there was still enough of water beneath to permit of her tossing to and fro and rising to them like a duck, as she strained and tugged at the anchors.


  Just as these operations had been performed, the mists of darkness seemed to lift a little and revealed a wild rocky line of coast, against which the waves were breaking madly.


  “Now all hope is over; pray to your gods, men,” said the mate, whose courage was not quite equal to his position.


  “There are no gods!” growled the captain bitterly, for he saw that he was now a ruined man, even though he should escape with life.


  “There is one God,” said Bladud quietly, “and He does all things well.”


  As he spoke, the captain, whose eyes had not ceased to look searchingly along the coast, observed something like a bay a short way to the left of the place where they lay.


  “It looks like a sandy bay,” he said.


  “It is a sandy bay,” exclaimed the anxious mate; “let us up anchors and run into it.”


  “Have an easy mind and keep your advice till asked for,” returned the captain with a look of scorn. “If we are destined to escape, we shall escape without making haste. If we are doomed to die, nothing can save us, and it is more manly to die in a leisurely way than in a hurry. When we can see clearly we shall know better how to act.”


  Although this manner of submitting to the inevitable did not quite suit the mate, he felt constrained to repress his impatience, while the coolness of the captain had a quieting effect on some of the men who were inclined to give way to panic. The sight of Bladud—as he sat there leaning on the hilt of his sword with an expression of what appeared to be serene contentment—had also a quieting effect on the men.


  When the increasing light showed that the sandy bay was a spot that might possibly be reached in safety, orders were given to cut the cables, loose the rudder-bands and hoist the sail. For a few minutes the vessel ran swiftly towards the bay, but before reaching the shore she struck with violence. The fore part of the Penelope stuck fast immovably, and then, at last, the ravenous waves attained their longed-for meal. They burst over the stern, swept the decks, tore up the fastenings, revelled among the tackling and began tumultuously to break up the ship.


  “Launch the skiff,” shouted the captain, hastening to lend a hand in the operation.


  The men were not slow to obey, and when it touched the water they swarmed into it, so that, being overloaded, it upset and left its occupants struggling in the water. A number of the men who could swim, immediately jumped overboard and tried to right the skiff, but they failed, and, in the effort to do so, broke the rope that held it. Some clung to it. Others turned and swam for the shore.


  A good many of the men, however, still remained in the wreck, which was fast breaking up. To these the captain turned.


  “Now, men,” he said, “those of you who can swim would do well to take to the water at once, for it is clear that we shall not have a plank left to stand on soon. Come, mate, show them an example.”


  The man, though not very courageous, as his pale face betrayed, happened to be a good swimmer, and at once leaped into the sea. He was followed by all who could swim. Those who could not, were encouraged to make the attempt with planks and oars to aid them. As for Bladud, he busied himself like the captain in giving heart to the non-swimmers and showing them how best to use their floats.


  The last of the men to leave was little Maikar.


  He stood at the bow with his arms crossed on his chest and a look of melancholy interest on his countenance.


  “What! not gone yet?” exclaimed the captain, turning to him.


  “I cannot swim,” said the man.


  “But neither can these,” returned the captain, pointing to the men who had left last.


  “My father used to say,” rejoined Maikar, as if murmuring to himself, “that I was born to be drowned, and I’m inclined to think he was right.”


  “Surely you are not afraid,” said Arkal.


  “Afraid!” exclaimed Maikar, with a sarcastic laugh. “No, captain, but I’m sorry to part with you, because you’ve been a good captain to me.”


  “An’ I bear no ill-will to you, Bladud, though you did squeeze most of the life out of me once. Farewell, both.”


  As he spoke the little man seized an oar, leaped overboard, and, after some trouble in steadying himself and pointing the oar in the right direction, struck out for the shore.


  It was a long way off, and often, while this scene was being enacted, was heard the bubbling cry of men whose powers were failing them. Some were carried by currents against a point to the westward and, apparently, dashed against the rocks. Others sank before half the distance had been traversed.


  Bladud and the captain looked at each other when Maikar had left them.


  “Can you swim?” asked the captain. “Like a duck,” returned the prince, “and I can help you if required.”


  “I swim like a fish,” returned the captain, “but it is hard to part from my Penelope! She has never failed me till now, and as this venture contains all my goods, I am a ruined man.”


  “But your life still remains,” said the prince. “Be of good cheer, captain. A stout man can make his fortune more than once. Come, let us go.”


  A loud cry from Maikar at that moment hastened their deliberations.


  “Are you going to cumber yourself with your weapons?” asked Arkal, as they were about to spring from the side, observing that his friend took up his sword and shield.


  “Ay—that am I. It is not a small matter that will part my good sword and me.”


  Both men sprang overboard at the same moment, and made for the spot where little Maikar was still giving vent to bubbling yells and struggling with his oar.


  Bladud was soon alongside of him, and, seizing his hair, raised him out of the water.


  “Got the cramp,” he shouted.


  “Keep still, then, and do what I tell ye,” said the prince, in a tone of stern command.


  He caught the poor man under the armpits with both hands, turned on his back and drew him on to his chest. Swimming thus on his back, with Captain Arkal leading so as to keep them in the right direction, the three were ultimately cast, in a rather exhausted condition, on the shore of the little bay.
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  Chapter Five.


  After the Wreck.


  



  It was on the southern shore of what is now known as France that our hero and his comrades in misfortune were cast.


  At the time we write of, we need hardly say, the land was nameless. Even her old Roman name of Gaul had not yet been given to her, for Rome itself had not been founded. The fair land was a vast wilderness, known only—and but slightly—to the adventurous mariners of the east, who, with the spirit of Columbus, had pushed their discoveries and trade far beyond the Pillars of Hercules.


  Of course the land was a vast solitude, inhabited, sparsely, by a few of those wandering tribes which had been driven westward—by conquest or by that desire for adventure which has characterised the human race, we suppose, ever since Adam and Eve began to explore the regions beyond Eden. Like the great wilderness lying to the north of Canada at the present time, it was also the home of innumerable wild animals which afforded to its uncivilised inhabitants both food and clothing.


  Captain Arkal was the only one of the three survivors of the wreck who had seen that coast before or knew anything about it, for, when Bladud had entered the Mediterranean many years before, he had passed too far to the southward to see the northern land.


  As they staggered up the beach to a place where the thundering waves sent only their spray, Bladud looked round with some anxiety.


  “Surely,” he said, “some of the crew must have escaped. It can hardly be that we three are the only survivors out of so many.”


  The party halted and looked back at the seething waves from which they had just escaped.


  “It would be foul shame to us,” said the captain, “if we did not try to lend a helping hand to our comrades; but we shall find none of them here. I observed when they started that, in spite of my warning, they made straight for the land, instead of keeping well to windward to avoid being swept round that point of rock to the west. I led you in the right direction, and that is why we alone are here. If any of the others have been saved, they must be on the other side of that point.”


  While he was speaking, the captain had hurried into the woods, intending to cross the neck of land which separated them from the bay beyond the point referred to.


  Their strength returned as they ran, for their intense desire to render aid to those of their late comrades who might stand in need of it seemed to serve them in the stead of rest.


  “Come, quick!” cried little Maikar, whose catlike activity and strength enabled him to outrun his more bulky companions. “We may be too late; and some of them can’t swim—I know.”


  They reached the crest of a ridge a few minutes later, and, halting, looked at each other in dismay, for the bay beyond the point was full of great rocks and boulders, among which the waves rushed with such fury that they spouted in jets into the air, and covered the sea with foam.


  “No living soul can have landed there,” said the captain, in a tone that showed clearly he had given up all hope.


  “But some may have been swept round the next point,” suggested Maikar eagerly, commencing to run forward as he spoke.


  Bladud followed at once, and so did the captain, but it was evident that he regarded any further effort as useless.


  It proved a longer and more toilsome march than they had expected to pass beyond the second point, and when at last it was reached, there was not a speck at all resembling a human being to be seen on the coast, in all its length of many miles.


  “No hope,” murmured Bladud.


  “None,” returned the captain.


  Little Maikar did not speak, but the expression of his countenance showed that he was of the same opinion.


  “Now,” resumed the captain, after a brief silence, “if we would not starve we must go straight back, and see whether any provisions have been washed ashore.”


  They did not, however, return to the spot where they had landed, for they knew that the same current which had carried their hapless comrades to the westward must have borne the remains of the wreck in the same direction. Descending, therefore, to the foam-covered bay before referred to, they searched its margin carefully, but for some time found nothing—not even a scrap of wreck.


  At last, just as they were about to give up in despair, and turn to some other method of obtaining food, they observed a portion of the wreck that had been driven high up on the beach into a cleft of rock. Running eagerly towards it, they found that it was only a plank.


  Bladud and the captain looked at it for a moment or two in silence, and Maikar gave vent to a groan of disappointment.


  “Never mind,” said the prince, lifting the plank and laying it on his shoulder, in the quiet thoughtful way that was peculiar to him, “it will serve to make a fire and keep us warm.”


  “But we need not to be kept warm, for the weather is fine and hot,” said Maikar, with a rueful expression. “Moreover, we need food, and we cannot eat a plank!”


  The prince did not reply, but led the way towards a neighbouring cliff.


  “Don’t you think we had better make our fire in the woods, Bladud?” asked the captain.


  “That would oblige one of us to watch in case natives or wolves should attack us, and none of us are in a fit state to watch. We must sleep.”


  “But I can’t sleep without first eating,” said Maikar in a remonstrative tone. “Should we not go to the woods first and try to catch something?”


  “Can you on foot run down the hare, the deer, the bear, the wild-boar, or even the rabbit?”


  “Not I. My legs are swift enough, though short, but they are not equal to that.”


  “Well, then, as we have neither bow nor shaft, and my good sword would be of little use against such game, why waste our time and strength in the woods?”


  “But we might find honey,” suggested Maikar.


  “And if we did not find honey, what then?”


  “Berries,” answered the little man.


  “Berries are not nearly ripe yet.”


  “True, I forgot that.”


  “Say you did not know it, man,” interposed the captain with a laugh; “never be ashamed of confessing ignorance in regard to things that you’re not bound to know. Lead on, Bladud, we will follow. You know more of woodcraft than either of us. If it were the sea we had to do battle with I would claim to lead. On land, being only a babe, I freely resign the helm to one who knows how to steer.”


  Agreeing to this arrangement, Bladud led his companions up the steep face of a cliff until a projecting ledge was reached, which was just wide enough to form a camping-ground with a perpendicular cliff at the back, and with its other sides so precipitous as to render the approach of enemies—whether two or four-legged—exceedingly difficult. By piling a few stones at the head of the path by which it was reached, they rendered it impossible for any one to approach without awakening the sleepers.


  Bladud then, using his sword as a hatchet, chipped off some pieces of the plank, and directed his companions to cut away the wet parts of these and reduce the dry parts to shavings.


  They obeyed this order in silence, and wonderingly, for a fire seemed useless, their encampment being well sheltered from the wind, and, as we have said, the weather was warm. By means of a cord, a rude bow, and a drill made of a piece of dry wood, their leader soon procured fire, and, in a few minutes, a bright flame illumined their persons and the cliff behind them.


  As the shades of evening were falling by that time, the aspect of things was much improved by the change.


  “Now, comrades,” said the prince, undoing the breast of his tunic, and drawing from either side a flat mass of dark substance that resembled old dried cow-hide, “we shall have supper, and then—to rest.”


  “Dried meat!” exclaimed little Maikar, his eyes—and indeed his whole visage—blazing with delighted surprise.


  “Right. Maikar. I knew that you would be hungry when we got ashore, so I caught up two pieces of meat and stuffed them into my breast just as we were leaving—one for Arkal and me; the other for you. It may not be quite enough, perhaps, but will do, I hope, to keep you quiet till morning.”


  “Nay, I shall content me with my fair share, it I may claim a share at all of what I had no hand in procuring. It was wise of you to do this. How came you to think of it?”


  “To say truth, I can lay claim to neither wisdom nor forethought,” answered the prince, dividing the food into equal portions. “The meat chanced to be lying close to my hand as I was about to leap into the sea. Had I seen it sooner, I would have advised all to take some in the same way. There, now, set to and cook it. For myself, I feel so sleepy that I’m half inclined to eat it raw.”


  The jerked or dried meat which had been thus opportunely brought away, may be said to have been half cooked in the drying process, and indeed, was sometimes eaten in its dried condition, when it was inconvenient to cook it. In a few minutes, therefore, the supper was ready, and, in a few minutes more, it was disposed of—for strong jaws, sound teeth and good appetite make short work of victuals.


  By that time the night had set in; the gale was moderating; the stars had come out, and there seemed every prospect of a speedy and favourable change in the weather. With darkness came the wolves and other creatures of the night, both furred and feathered. Against the former the party was protected by the steep ascent and the barricade, but the latter kept swooping down out of darkness, ever and anon, glaring at them for a moment with round inquiring eyes and sweeping off, as if affrighted, in unearthly silence.


  Little heed was paid to these sights and sounds, however, by our adventurers, who were filled with sadness at the loss of their ship and comrades.


  They spoke but little during the meal, and, after partially drying themselves, lay down with their feet towards the fire, and almost instantly fell asleep. Being trained to a hardy life, they did not feel the want of couch or covering, and healthy exhaustion prevented dreams from disturbing their repose.


  Gradually the fire died down; the howling of the wolves ceased; the night-birds betook them to their haunts, and no sound was heard in or around the camp except the soft breathing of the sleepers and the booming of the distant waves.
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  Chapter Six.


  First Anxieties and Troubles.


  



  The day that followed the wreck was well advanced before the sleepers awakened.


  Their first thoughts were those of thankfulness for having escaped with life. Then arose feelings of loneliness and sorrow at the sad fate of the crew of the Penelope, for though it was just possible that some of their comrades had reached the shore on the beach that extended to the westward, such an event was not very probable. Still the bare hope of this induced them to rise in haste. After a hurried breakfast on the remnants of the previous night’s supper, they proceeded along the coast for several miles, carefully searching the shores of every bay.


  About noon they halted. A few scraps of the dried meat still remained, and on these they dined, sitting on a grassy slope, while they consulted as to their future proceedings.


  “What is now to be done?” asked the captain of Bladud, after they had been seated in silence for some minutes.


  “I would rather hear your opinion first,” returned his friend. “You must still continue to act as captain, for it is fitting that age should sit at the helm, while I will act the part of guide and forester, seeing that I am somewhat accustomed to woodcraft.”


  “And the remainder of our band,” said little Maikar, wiping his mouth after finishing the last morsel, “will sit in judgment on your deliberations.”


  “Be it so,” returned Bladud. “Wisdom, it is said, lies in small compass, so we should find it in you.”


  Captain Arkal, whose knitted brows and downcast eyes showed that his thoughts were busy, looked up suddenly.


  “It is not likely,” he said, “that any ships will come near this coast, for the gale has driven us far out of the usual track of trading ships, and there are no towns here, large or small, that I know of. It would be useless, therefore, to remain where we are in the hope of being picked up by a passing vessel. To walk back to our home in the east is next to impossible, for it is not only far distant, but there lie between us and Hellas far-reaching gulfs and bays, besides great mountain ranges, which have never yet been crossed, for their tops are in the clouds and covered, summer and winter, with eternal snow.”


  “Then no hope remains to us,” said Maikar, with a sigh, “except to join ourselves to the wild people of the land—if there be any people at all in it—and live and die like savages.”


  “Patience, Maikar, I have not yet finished.”


  “Besides,” interpolated Bladud, “a wise judge never delivers an opinion until he has heard both sides of a question.”


  “Now, from my knowledge of the lie of coast-lands, I feel sure that the Isles of the Cassiterides must lie there,” continued the captain, pointing westward, “and if we travel diligently, it is not unlikely that we shall come down upon the coast of this land almost opposite to them. There we may find, or perhaps make, a boat in which we could cross over—for the sea at that part is narrow, and the white cliffs of the land will be easily distinguished. Once there, I have no doubt that we shall find a ship belonging to one of my countrymen which will take Maikar and me back to our homes, while you, prince, will doubtless be able to return to your father’s court on foot.”


  It will be seen from this speech that the Phoenician captain included the southern shore of England in his idea of the Cassiterides. His notion of the direction in which the islands lay, however, was somewhat incorrect, being founded partly on experience, but partly also on a misconception prevalent at the time that the islands referred to lay only a little way to the north of Spain.


  “Your plan seems to me a good one,” said Bladud, after some thought, “but I cannot help thinking that you are not quite right in your notion as to the direction of the tin islands. When I left Albion, I kept a careful note of our daily runs—being somewhat curious on such points—and it is my opinion that they lie there.”


  He pointed almost due north. The captain smiled and shook his head. Bladud looked at Maikar, who also smiled and shook his head.


  “If you want my opinion,” said the little man, gravely, “it is that when two great, good and wise men differ so widely, it is more than likely the truth lies somewhere between them. In my judgment, therefore, the Cassiterides lie yonder.”


  He pointed with an air of confidence in a north-west direction.


  “It does seem to me,” said Bladud, “that Maikar is right, for as you and I seem to be equally confident in our views, captain, a middle course may be the safest. However, if you decide otherwise, I of course submit.”


  “Nay,” returned the captain, “I will not abuse the power you have given me. Let us decide the matter by lot.”


  “Ay, let us draw lots,” echoed Maikar, “and so shove the matter off our shoulders on to the shoulders of chance.”


  “There is, there can be, no such thing as chance,” said Bladud in a soliloquising tone. “However, let it be as you wish. I recognise the justice of two voices overriding one.”


  Lots were drawn accordingly, and the longest fell to the little seaman. Without further discussion, therefore, the course suggested by him was adopted.


  “And now, comrades,” said the prince, rising and drawing his knife—which, like his sword, had been procured in Egypt, and was of white metal—“we must set to work to make bows and arrows, for animals are not wont to walk up to man and request to be killed and cooked, and it won’t be long before Maikar is shouting for food.”


  “Sorry am I that the good javelin of my grandfather went down in the carcase of the pirate chief,” remarked the captain, also rising, “for it seems to me by the way you handled it, Bladud, that you could have killed deer with it as well as men.”


  “I have killed deer with such before now, truly, but the arrow is handier and surer.”


  “Ay, in a sure hand, with a good eye to direct it,” returned Arkal, “but I make no pretence to either. A ship, indeed, I can manage to hit—when I am cool, which is not often the case in a fight—and if there are men in it, my shafts are not quite thrown away, but as to deer, boars, and birds, I can make nothing of them. If I mistake not, Maikar is not much better than myself with the bow.”


  “I am worse,” observed the little man quietly.


  “Well then,” said Bladud, with a laugh, “you must make me hunter to the party.”


  While conversing thus they had entered the forest, and soon found trees suitable to their purpose, from which they cut boughs,—using their swords as hatchets.


  We have already shown that the prince had brought his sword, shield, and knife on shore with him. Captain Arkal and Maikar had also saved their swords and knives, these having been attached to their girdles at the time they leaped from the wreck. They were somewhat inferior weapons to those worn by Bladud, being made of bronze. The swords of the seamen, unlike that of the prince, were short and double-edged, shaped somewhat like those used long afterwards by the Romans, and they made up in weight for what they lacked in sharpness.


  It did not take many hours for the party, under the direction of the prince, to form three strong and serviceable bows, with several arrows, the latter being feathered with dropped plumes, and shod with flint, according to the fashion of the times. Bowstrings had to be made at first out of the tough fibrous roots of a tree, split into threads and plaited together.


  “Of course they are not so good as deer-sinews for the purpose,” remarked Bladud, stringing one of the bows and fitting an arrow to it, “but we must be content until we kill a deer or some other animal. Perhaps we shall have an opportunity soon.”


  The remark seemed to have been prophetic, for, as the last word passed his lips, a fawn trotted out of a glade right in front of the party and stood as if paralysed with surprise. The captain and Maikar were reduced to much the same condition, for they made no attempt to use their bows.


  “Ho!—” exclaimed the former, but he got no further, for at the moment Bladud’s bow twanged, and an arrow quivered in the breast of the fawn, which fell dead without a struggle.


  “Well done!” exclaimed the captain heartily. “If such luck always attends you, prince, we shall fare well on our journey.”


  “It was not altogether luck,” returned the other. “See you that spot on the bark of yonder tree—about the size of Maikar’s mouth as it now gapes in astonishment?”


  “I see it, clear enough—just over the—”


  He stopped abruptly, for while he was yet speaking an arrow quivered in the centre of the spot referred to.


  After that the captain talked no more about “luck,” and Maikar, shutting his mouth with a snap, as if he felt that no words could do justice to his feelings, sprang up and hastened to commence the operation of flaying and cutting up the fawn.


  Having thus provided themselves with food, they spent the rest of the day in preparing it for the journey by drying it in the sun; in making tough and serviceable bowstrings out of the sinews of the fawn, fitting on arrow-heads and feathers, and otherwise arranging for a prolonged march through a country which was entirely unknown to them, both as to its character and its inhabitants.


  “It comes into my head,” said the captain, “that Maikar and I must provide ourselves with shields and spears of some sort, for if the people of the land are warlike, we may have to defend ourselves.”


  “That is as you say,” returned the prince, rising as he spoke and going towards a long straight bough of a neighbouring tree, on which he had fixed a critical gaze.


  With one sweep of his heavy sword he severed it from the stem and returned to his companions.


  “Have you taken an ill-will at that tree, or were you only testing the strength of your arm?” asked Maikar.


  “Neither, my friend; but I must have a javelin to make my equipment complete, and I would advise you and the captain to provide yourselves with like weapons, for we may meet with four-footed as well as two-legged foes in these parts. I will show you how to point the things with flint.”


  “That is well said,” returned the seaman, rising and going into the woods in search of a suitable branch, followed by the captain.


  It was late that night before the weapons were shaped and pointed with flint and all ready for a start on the following morning—the only thing wanting to complete their armament being a couple of shields.


  “We are sure to meet with a wild boar or a bull before long, or it may be a bear,” said Maikar, “and the hides of any of these will serve our purpose well.”


  “That is, if we use them well,” remarked the captain.


  “No one said otherwise,” retorted Maikar. “Some people are so full of wise thoughts that they blurt them out, without reason, apparently to get rid of them.”


  “Just so, Maikar, therefore blurt out no more, but hold thy tongue and go to sleep. Good-night.”
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  Chapter Seven.


  Converse and Adventures by the Way.


  



  Day was just beginning to break in the east when the prince raised his head from the bundle of leaves that had formed his pillow, and looked sleepily around him.


  His companions lay still, sound asleep and sprawling, in all the abandon characteristic of the heroes of antiquity.


  Some of these characteristics were wonderfully similar to those of modern heroes. For instance, the captain lay flat on his back with his mouth wide open, and a musical solo proceeding from his nose; while Maikar lay on his side with his knees doubled up, his arms extended at full length in front of him, and his hands tightly clasped as if, while pleading with some one for mercy, he was suddenly petrified and had fallen over on his side.


  Rising softly, Bladud took up his bow and quiver, and, buckling on his sword, left the encampment without disturbing the sleepers. He had not proceeded more than a mile when he startled several wild turkeys or birds of that species from their rest. One of these he instantly brought down. Following them up he soon shot another, and returned to camp, where he found his comrades as he had left them—the musical nose being if anything more emphatic than before.


  Although naturally a grave man, Bladud was by no means destitute of a sense of humour, or disinclined on occasion to perpetrate a practical joke. After contemplating the sleepers for a moment he retired a few paces and concealed himself in the long grass, from which position he pitched one of the huge birds into the air, so that it fell on the captain’s upturned visage. The snore changed at once into a yell of alarm, as the mariner sprang up and grasped his sword, which, of course, lay handy beside him.


  Electrified by the yell, Maikar also leaped to his feet, sword in hand.


  “What d’ye mean by that?” cried the captain, turning on him fiercely.


  “What mean you by it?” replied Maikar with equal ferocity.


  He had barely uttered the words, when the second turkey hit him full in the face and tumbled him over the ashes of the fortunately extinguished fire.


  “Come, come!” interposed the prince, stepping forward with a deprecating smile; “there should be no quarrelling among friends, especially at the beginning of a long journey. See, I have fetched your breakfast for you. Instead of tumbling on the fire and putting it out, Maikar, I think it would be wiser to see if there is a spark left and blow it into a flame. Quick! I am hungry.”


  It need hardly be said that these orders were received with a laugh and a prompt obedience on the part of the little man.


  “Yes—there is fire,” he said, blowing with tremendous energy until flame was produced. “And, do you know, there is something within me that has a loud voice, but only utters one word—‘Food! food! food!’ There, now, you may get the birds ready, for the fire will be ready for them in two winks.”


  There was no occasion, however, to give this advice to his friends, for already the birds had been plucked, split open at the breast, laid flat, and their interiors scraped out in a summary manner. The plucking was not, indeed, all that could be wished, but what fingers failed to do a singe in the flames accomplished to the perfect satisfaction of men who were in no way particular. Sharp-pointed sticks were then thrust through the expanded carcases, and they were stuck up in front of the blaze to roast.


  Underdone meat is an abomination to some, a luxury to others—reminding one of that very ancient proverb, “Tastes differ.” We cannot say whether on this occasion the uniformity of action in our heroes was the result of taste or haste, but certain it is that before the fowls were only half-roasted on one side, they were turned over so as to let the fire get at the other, and breakfast was begun while the meat was yet frightfully underdone.


  Thereafter the three men arose, like giants refreshed—if we may say so, for Maikar was indeed mentally, though not physically, a giant—buckled on their swords, slung bows and quivers on their backs, along with the turkey remains, and took up shields and javelins. Having laid their course by the stars the night before, they set out on their journey through the unknown wilderness.


  The part of the country through which they passed at the beginning of the march was broken and diversified by hill and dale; in some places clothed with forests, in others covered with grass, on which many wild animals were seen browsing. These, however, were remarkably timid, and fled at the first sign of the approaching travellers, so that it was impossible to get within bow-shot of them.


  “From this I judge that they are much hunted,” said Bladud, halting on a ridge to note the wild flight, of a herd of deer which had just caught eight of them.


  “If so, we are likely to fall in with the hunters before long, I fear,” remarked the captain.


  “Why do you fear?” asked Maikar.


  “Because they may be numerous and savage, and may take a fancy to make slaves of us, and as we number only three we could not resist their fancy without losing our lives.”


  “That would be a pity,” returned Maikar, “for we have only one life to lose.”


  “No; we have three lives to lose amongst us,” objected the captain.


  “Which makes one each, does it not?” retorted the seaman.


  “True, Maikar, and we must lose them all, and more if we had them, rather than become slaves.”


  “You are right, captain. We never, never shall be slaves,” said Bladud.


  They say that history repeats itself. Perhaps sentiment does the same. At all events, the British prince gave utterance that day to a well-known sentiment, which has been embalmed in modern song and shouted by many a Briton with tremendous enthusiasm—though not absolute truth.


  “Captain Arkal,” said the little seaman, as they jogged quietly down the sunny slope of a hill, at the bottom of which was a marsh full of rushes, “how do you manage to find your way through such a tangled country as this?”


  “By observing the stars,” answered the captain.


  “But I have observed the stars since I was a little boy,” objected Maikar, “and I see nothing but a wild confusion of shining points. How can these guide you? Besides, there are no stars in the daytime.”


  “True, Maikar; but we have the sun during the day.”


  Maikar shook his head perplexedly.


  “Listen,” said the captain, “and I will try to enlighten your dark mind; but don’t object else you’ll never understand. All stars are not alike—d’ye understand that?”


  “Any fool could understand that!”


  “Well, then, of course you can understand it. Now, you have noticed, no doubt, that some stars are in groups, which groups may alter their position with regard to other groups, but which never change with regard to each other.”


  “Each other,” repeated Maikar, checking off each statement with a nod and a wave of his javelin.


  “Well,” continued the captain, “there’s one group of stars—about six—plainly to be seen on most fine nights, two stars of which are always pretty much in a line with a little star a short way in front of them—d’ye see?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, that star shows exactly where the cold regions lie—over there (extending his arm and pointing), and of course if you know that the cold regions lie there, you know that the hot regions must lie at your back—there, and it follows that the Pillars of Hercules lie there (pointing west), and home lies somewhere about there (pointing eastward).”


  “Stop!” cried Maikar in great perplexity—for although a seaman he was densely ignorant. “Hot regions, there, cold, there, home and the Pillars, there, and there, and there (thrusting his arms out in all directions). I’ve no more idea of where you’ve got me to now than—than—”


  “Oh, never mind,” interrupted the captain, “it doesn’t matter, as you are not our guide. But, ho! look! look! down in the hollow there—among the rushes. What’s that?”


  “A boar!” said Bladud, in a low whisper, as he unslung his bow. “Come, now, it will take all our united force to slay that brute, for, if I have not lost my power of judging such game, I’m pretty sure that he’s a very big old boar with formidable tusks.”


  While the prince was speaking, his comrades had also prepared their weapons, and looked to their guide for directions.


  These were hastily but clearly given. As the boar was evidently asleep in his lair, it was arranged that the three friends should stalk him, as the broken ground was specially favourable for such a mode of attack.


  “We will advance together,” said Bladud, “with our bows ready. I will lead; you follow close. When we get within range you will do as you see me do, and be sure that you aim at the brute’s side—not at his head. Send your arrows with all the force you can. Then drop the bows and get your javelins ready.”


  With eager looks the captain and little sailor nodded assent. They were much excited, having often heard tales of boar-hunting, though neither of them had ever taken part in that work.


  A few minutes’ walk brought them to the edge of the rushes, where they had a fair view of the monstrous animal as it lay fully extended on its side, and not more than thirty yards distant.


  “Take him just behind the fore-leg,” whispered Bladud, as he drew his bow. His companions followed his example. Two of the bows twanged simultaneously, but the third—that of Maikar—was pulled with such vigour that it broke with a crash that would have awakened the sleepiest of wild boars, had there been nothing else to arouse him. As it was, other things helped to quicken his sensibilities. Bladud’s unfailing arrow went indeed straight for the heart, but a strong rib caught and checked its progress. The captain’s shaft, probably by good luck, entered deep into the creature’s flank not far from the tail.


  To say that the forest was instantly filled with ear-splitting shrieks is to express the result but feebly. We might put it as a sort of indefinite question in the rule of three, thus—if an ordinary civilised pig with injured feelings can yell as we all know how, what must have been the explosion of a wild-boar of the eighth century B.C., in circumstances such as we have described? Railway whistles of the nineteenth century, intermittently explosive, is the only possible answer to the question, and that is but an approximation to the truth.


  For one instant the infuriated creature paused to look for its assailants. Catching sight of them as they were fitting arrows to their bows, it gave vent to a prolonged locomotive-express yell, and charged. Bladud’s arrow hit it fair between the eyes, but stuck in the impenetrable skull. The shaft of the captain missed, and the javelin of Maikar went wildly wide of the mark.


  By order of Bladud the three had separated a few yards from each other. Even in its rage the monster was perplexed by this, for it evidently perceived the impossibility of attacking three foes at the same moment. Which to go for was the question. Like an experienced warrior it went for the “little one.”


  Maikar had drawn his last weapon—the short sword of bronze—and, like a brave man as he was, “prepared to receive boarelry.” Another instant and the enemy was upon him. More than that, it was over him, for, trusting to his agility—for which he was famed—he tried to leap to one side, intending to make a vigorous thrust at the same moment. In doing so his foot slipped; he fell flat on his side, and the boar, tripping over him, just missed ripping him with its fearful tusks. It fell, with a bursting squeak, beyond.


  To leap up and turn was the work of an instant for the boar, and would have been the same for the man if he had not been partially stunned by the fall. As it was, the captain, who was nearest, proved equal to the emergency, for, using his javelin as a spear, he plunged it into the boar’s side. But that side was tougher than he had expected. The spear was broken by a sharp twist as the animal turned on its new foe, who now stood disarmed and at its mercy. Bladud’s ponderous sword, however, flashed in the air at that moment, and fell on the creature’s neck with a force that would have made Hercules envious if he had been there. Deep into the brawn it cut, through muscle, fat, and spine, almost slicing the head from the trunk, and putting a sudden stop to the last yell when it reached the windpipe. The boar rolled head over heels like a shot hare, almost overturning Bladud as it wrenched the sword from his hand, and swept the captain off his legs, carrying him along with it in a confusion of blood and bristles.


  It was truly a terrific encounter, and as the prince stood observing the effect of his blow, he would probably have burst into a fit of laughter, had he not been somewhat solemnised by Captain Arkal’s fearful appearance, as he arose ensanguined, but uninjured, from the ground.
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  Chapter Eight.


  Discovery and Flight.


  



  Being now provided with material for making shields, they resolved to spend a day in camp. This was all the more necessary, that the shoes or sandals which they had worn at sea were not well suited for the rough travelling which they had now to undertake.


  Accordingly they selected a spot on the brow of a hill from which the surrounding country could be seen in nearly all directions. But they were careful also to see that several bushes shielded themselves from view, for it was a matter of uncertainty whether or where natives might make their appearance.


  Here, bathed in glorious sunshine, with a lovely prospect of land and water, tangled wood and flowery plains, to gladden their eyes, and the savoury smell of pork chops and turkey to tickle their nostrils, they spent two days in manufacturing the various necessary articles. Captain Arkal provided himself with a new javelin.


  Maikar made another bow, and both fabricated tough round shields with double plies of the boar’s hide. Out of the same substance Bladud made a pair of shoes for each of them.


  “The sandals you wear at home,” he said, “are not so good as those used by us in Albion. They don’t cover the feet sufficiently, and they expose the toes too much. Yet our sandals are easily and quickly made. Look here—I will show you.”


  His companions paused in their labour and looked on, while the prince took up an oblong piece of boar-hide, over a foot in length and six inches broad, which had been soaking in water till it had become quite soft and limp. Placing one of his feet on this he drew the pattern of it on the skin with a pointed stick. Around this pattern, and about a couple of inches from it, he bored a row of holes an inch or so apart. Through these holes he rove a thong of hide, and then rounded away the corners of the piece.


  “There,” said he, placing his foot in the centre of it and drawing the thong, “my sandal is ready.”


  The tightening of the thong drew up the edges of the shoe until they overlapped and entirely encased his foot.


  “Good,” said the captain, “but that kind of sandal is not new to me. I’ve seen it before, not only in your country, but in other lands.”


  “Indeed? Well, after all, it is so simple, and so likely to hit the minds of thoughtful men, that I doubt not it is used wherever travelling is bad or weather cold. We shall need such sandals in this land, for there is, no doubt, great variety of country, also of weather, and many thorns.”


  While our travellers were thus labouring and commenting on their work, unseen eyes were gazing at them with profound interest and curiosity.


  A boy, or youth just emerging from the state of boyhood, lay low in a neighbouring thicket with his head just elevated sufficiently above the grass to enable his black eyes to peer over it. He was what we of the nineteenth century term a savage. That is to say, he was unkempt, unwashed, and almost naked—but not uneducated, though books had nothing to do with his training.


  The prince chanced to look round, and saw the black eyes instantly, but being, as we have said, an adept in woodcraft—including savage warfare—he did not permit the slightest evidence of recognition to escape him. He continued his gaze in the same direction, allowing his eyes slowly to ascend, as if he were looking through the tree-tops at the sky. Then turning his head quietly round he resumed his work and whistled—for whistling had been invented even before that time.


  “Comrades,” he said, after a few minutes, “don’t look up from your work, but listen. We are watched. You go on with your occupations as if all was right, and leave me to deal with the watcher.”


  His comrades took the hint at once and went quietly on with their labours, while the prince arose, stretched himself, as if weary of his work. After a few minutes of looking about him, as though undecided what to do next, he sauntered into the bush at the side of their encampment opposite to that where the watcher lay.


  The moment he got out of range of the boy’s eyes, however, his careless air vanished, and he sped through the underwood with the quietness and something of the gait of a panther—stooping low and avoiding to tread on dead twigs. Making a wide circle, he came round behind the spot where the watcher was hid. But, trained though he had been in the art of savage warfare, the boy was equal to him. From the first he had observed in Bladud’s acting the absence of that “touch of nature which makes the whole world kin,” and kept a bright look-out to his rear as well as in his front, so that when Bladud, despite his care, trod on a dry stick the boy heard it. Next moment he was off, and a moment after that he was seen bounding down the hill like a wild-cat.


  The prince, knowing the danger of letting the boy escape and carry information to his friends, dashed after him at full speed—and the rate of his running may be estimated when it is remembered that many a time he had defeated men who had been victors at the Olympic games. But the young savage was nearly his match. Feeling, however, that he was being slowly yet surely overtaken, the boy doubled like a hare and made for a ridge that lay on his left. By that time the chase was in full view of the two men in camp, who rose and craned their necks in some excitement to watch it.


  “He’s after something,” said the captain.


  “A boy!” said Maikar.


  “Ay, and running him down, hand over hand.”


  “There seems to be no one else in sight, so we don’t need to go to his help.”


  “If he needs our help he’ll come for it,” returned the captain with a laugh, “and it will puzzle the swiftest runner in the land to beat his long legs. See, he’s close on the lad now.”


  “True,” responded the other, with a sigh of disappointment, “but we shan’t see the end of it, for the boy will be over the ridge and out of sight before he is caught.”


  Maikar was right. Even while he spoke the youthful savage gained the summit, where his slim, agile figure was clearly depicted against the sky. Bladud was running at full speed, not a hundred yards behind him, yet, to the amazement of the spectators, the boy suddenly stopped, turned round, and waved his hand with a shout of defiance. Next moment he was over the ridge and gone. A few seconds later the prince was seen to halt at the same point, but instead of continuing the pursuit, he remained immovable for a few minutes gazing in front of him. Then he returned toward the encampment with a somewhat dejected air.


  “No wonder you look surprised,” he said, on arriving. “The other side of that ridge is a sheer precipice, down which I might have gone if I had possessed wings. There was no track visible anywhere, but of course there must have been a well-concealed one somewhere, for soon after I reached the top I saw the young wild-cat running over the plain far below. On coming to the edge of a long stretch of forest, he stopped and capered about like a monkey. I could see, even at that distance, that he was making faces at me by way of saying farewell. Then he entered the woods, and that was the end of him.”


  “I wish it was the end of him,” observed the captain, with something like a growl—for his voice was very deep, and he had a tendency to mutter when disturbed in temper. “The monkey will be sure to run home and tell what he’s seen, and so bring all his tribe about our ears.”


  “Ay, not only his tribe,” remarked Maikar, “but his uncles, brothers, fathers, nephews, and all his kin to the latest walkable generation.”


  “Are your weapons ready?” asked Bladud, taking up his sword and putting on his helmet.


  “All ready,” answered the captain, beginning to collect things—“I have just finished two head-pieces out of the boar-hide for myself and Maikar, which will turn an arrow or a sword-cut, unless delivered by a strong arm. Don’t you think them handsome?”


  “They are suitable, at any rate,” said Maikar, “for they are as ugly as our faces.”


  “Come, then, we must make haste, for wild men are not slow to act,” rejoined Bladud. “By good fortune our way does not lie in the direction the boy took. We shall get as far away from them as possible, and travel during the night.”


  In a few minutes the little party—by that time fully equipped for the chase or war—were hurrying down the hillside in the direction of the setting sun. It was growing late in the evening, and as they reached the bottom, they had to cross a meadow which was rather swampy, so that their feet sank in some parts over the ankles.


  “I say, guide,” observed Maikar, who, like his nautical commander, had small respect for rank, and addressed the prince by what he deemed an appropriate title, “it has just come into my head that we are leaving a tremendous trail behind us. We seafaring men are not used to trouble our heads on that score, for our ships leave no track on the waves, but it is not so on the land. Won’t these naked fellows follow us up and kill us, mayhap, when we’re asleep?”


  “Doubtless they will try,” answered Bladud, “but we land-faring men are in the habit of troubling our heads on that score, and guarding against it. Do you see yonder stream, or, rather, the line of bushes that mark its course?”


  “Ay, plainly.”


  “Well, when we reach that, you shall see and understand without explanation.”


  On reaching the stream referred to, they found that it was a small, shallow one, with a sluggish current, for the plain through which it flowed was almost flat.


  “You see,” said Bladud, pausing on the brink, “that it flows towards the sea in the direction we have come from. Now step into the water and follow me down stream.”


  “Down?” exclaimed the captain in surprise, and with some hesitation. “We don’t want to return to the sea whence we have just come, do we?”


  “Captain Arkal,” returned Bladud, sternly, “when you give orders on board ship, do you expect to have them questioned, or obeyed?”


  “Lead on, guide,” returned the captain, stepping promptly into the water.


  For about a quarter of a mile the prince led his followers in silence and with much care, for it was growing very dark. Presently they came to a place where the banks were swampy and the stream deep. Here their guide landed and continued to walk a short distance down the bank, ordering his followers to conceal their track as much as possible, by closing the long grass over each footprint. The result, even to the unpractised eyes of the seamen, did not seem satisfactory, but their leader made no comment. After proceeding about fifty yards further, he re-entered the stream and continued the descent for about a mile. Then he stopped abruptly, and, turning round, said, “Now, comrades, we will land for a moment, then re-enter the stream and ascend.”


  The astonishment of Captain Arkal was so great, that he was again on the point of asking an explanation, for it seemed to him that wandering down the bed of a stream for the mere purpose of turning and wandering up it, when haste was urgent, could only be accounted for on the supposition that the prince had gone mad. Remembering his previous rebuff, however, he kept silence.


  On reaching the swampy part of the bank their leader did not land, but held straight on, though the water reached nearly to their armpits. They were somewhat cooled, but not disagreeably so, for the night was warm.


  In course of time they reached the spot where they had first entered the stream. Passing it, without landing, they held on their course for a considerable distance, until they came to a place where the stream was not more than ankle-deep. Here Bladud paused a few moments and turned to his companions.


  “Now, captain,” he said, with a smile that may be said to have been almost audible though not visible, “do you understand my proceedings?”


  “Not quite, though, to say truth, I begin to think you are not just so mad as you seemed at first.”


  “Don’t you see,” continued the prince, “that when we first came to the stream, I entered it so that our footprints on the bank would show clearly that we had gone downwards. This will show our pursuers, when they arrive here, that, though we are wise enough to take to the water because it leaves no footprints, we are not experienced enough to be careful as to concealing the direction we have taken. When they reach the swampy bank and deep water, they will be led to think we did not like getting wet, and the effort made to cover our footprints, will make them think that we are very ignorant woodsmen. Then, with much confidence, they will continue to follow down stream, looking on the banks now and then for our footprints, until they begin to wonder whether we intend to make a highroad of the river all the way to the sea. After that they will become perplexed, astonished, suspicious as to our stupidity, and will scurry round in all directions, or hold a council, and, finally they will try up stream; but it will be too late, for by that time we shall be far away on our road towards the setting sun.”


  “Good!” ejaculated Maikar, when this explanation was finished.


  “Good!” echoed the captain, with an approving nod. “You understand your business, I see. Shove out your oars. We follow.”


  Without further remark Bladud continued his progress up stream. It was necessarily slow at first, but as night advanced the moon rose, in her first quarter, and shed a feeble but sufficient light on their watery path.


  At last they came to a place where the leader’s sharp eye observed signs of the presence of man. Stopping short and listening intently, they heard subdued voices not far from the spot where they stood.


  “Stay where you are,” whispered Bladud. “Don’t move. I’ll return immediately.”


  He entered the bushes cautiously and disappeared. Standing there without moving, and in profound silence, under the dark shadow of an overhanging bush, it is no wonder that the captain and his comrade began to think the time very long, yet it was only a few minutes after he had left them that their guide returned.


  “Only a single family,” he whispered—“three men, two women, and four children. We have nothing to fear, but we must pass on in silence.”


  The discovery of those natives obliged them to continue the march up the bed of the stream much longer than they had intended, and the night was far advanced before they thought it prudent to leave the water and pursue the journey on dry land.


  Fortunately the country was open and comparatively free from underwood, so that they made progress much more rapidly; nevertheless, it was not thought safe to take rest until they had placed many a mile between them and the natives, who, it was thought probable, would be started in pursuit of them by the youth to whom Bladud had given chase.


  Much wearied, and almost falling asleep while they advanced, the travellers halted at last in a dense thicket, and there, lying down without food or fire, they were soon buried in profound repose.
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  Chapter Nine.


  Homecoming.


  



  It is beyond the scope of this tale to describe minutely all that befell our adventurers on their long, fatiguing, and dangerous march through ancient Gaul, which land at that time had neither name nor history.


  Suffice it to say that, after numerous adventures with savage beasts, and scarcely less savage men, and many hair-breadth escapes and thrilling incidents by flood and field, they at last found themselves on the shores of that narrow channel which separated the northern coast of Gaul from the white cliffs of Old Albion. They were guided thereto, as we have said, by the Pole-star, which shone in our sky in those days with its wonted brilliancy, though, probably, astronomers had not yet given to it a local habitation in their systems or a distinctive name.


  Of course their passage through the land had been attended with great variety of fortune, good and bad. In some parts they met with natives who received them hospitably and sent them on their way rejoicing. Elsewhere they found banditti, fortunately in small bands, with whom they had to fight, and once they were seized and imprisoned by a tribe of inhospitable savages, from whom they escaped, as it were, by the skin of their teeth.


  In all these vicissitudes the gigantic frame and the mild, kindly looks of Bladud went far to conciliate the uncertain, attract the friendly, and alarm the savage, for it is a curious fact, explain it how we may, that the union of immense physical power with childlike sweetness of countenance, has a wonderful influence in cowing angry spirits. It may be that strong, angry, blustering men are capable only of understanding each other. When they meet with strong men with womanlike tenderness they are puzzled, and puzzlement, we think, goes a long way to shake the nerves even of the brave. At all events it is well known that a sudden burst of wrath from one whose state of temper is usually serene, exerts a surprising and powerful effect on average mankind.


  Whatever be the truth as to these things, it is certain that nearly every one who looked up at the face of Bladud liked him, and more than once when his ponderous sword sprang from its sheath, and his blue eyes flashed, and his fair face flushed, and his magnificent teeth went together with a snap, he has been known to cause a dozen men to turn and flee rather than encounter the shock of his onset.


  Little Maikar, who was himself as brave as a lion, nearly lost his life on one occasion, because he was so taken up and charmed with the sight of one of Bladud’s rushes, that he utterly forgot what he was about, and would have been crushed by the smite of a savage club, if the captain had not promptly turned aside the blow and struck the club-man down.


  “At last!” exclaimed the prince, with a gaze of enthusiasm at the opposite cliffs, “my native land! Well do I love it and well do I know it, for I have stood on this shore and seen it from this very spot when I was quite a boy.”


  “Indeed! How was that?” asked Arkal.


  “I used to be fond of the sea, and was wont to travel far from my father’s home to reach it. I made friends with the fishermen, and used to go off with them in their little skiffs. One day a storm arose suddenly, blew us off shore, and, when we were yet a long distance from this coast, overturned our skiff. What became of my companions I know not. Probably they were drowned, for I never more saw them; but I swam ashore, where I think I should have died of exhaustion if I had not been picked up by an old fisherman of this land, who carried me to his hut and took care of me. With the old man I remained several months, for the fishermen on the two sides of the channel had been quarrelling at the time, and the old man did not dare to venture across. I did not care much, for I enjoyed playing with his grandson, and soon learned their language. After a time the quarrelling ceased, and the old man landed me on my own side.”


  “That is interesting. I only wish the old fisherman was here now with his skiff, for there is no village in sight and no skiff to be seen, so how we are to get over I cannot tell,—swimming being impossible and wings out of the question.”


  “Ay, except in the case of fish and birds,” observed Maikar.


  “True, and as we are neither fish nor birds,” rejoined the captain, “what is to be done?”


  “We must find a skiff,” said the prince.


  “Good, but where?”


  “On the other side of yon bluff cape,” replied Bladud. “It was there that my friend the old fisherman lived. Mayhap he may live there still.”


  Pushing on along shore they passed the bold cape referred to, and there, sure enough, they found the old man’s hut, and the old man himself was seated on a boulder outside enjoying the sunshine.


  Great was his surprise on seeing the three strangers approach, but greater was his joy on learning that the biggest of the three was the boy whom he had succoured many years before.


  After the first greetings were over, Bladud asked if he and his friends could be taken across in a skiff.


  The old man shook his head.


  “All that I possess,” he said, “you are welcome to, but my skiff is not here, and if it was I am too old to manage it now. My son, your old companion, has had it away these two days, and I don’t expect him home till to-morrow. But you can rest in my poor hut till he comes.”


  As there seemed nothing better to be done, the travellers agreed to this. Next day the son arrived, but was so changed in appearance, that Bladud would not have recognised his old playmate had not his father called him by name.


  The skiff, although primitive and rude in its construction, was comparatively large, and a considerable advance on the dug-outs, or wooden canoes, and the skin coracles of the period. It had a square or lug-sail, and was steered by a rudder.


  “My son is a strange man,” remarked the old fisherman, as the party sauntered down to the shore, up which the skiff had been dragged. “He invented that skiff as well as made it, and the curious little thing behind that steers it.”


  “Able and strange men seem to work their minds in the same way,” returned Bladud; “for the thing is not altogether new. I have seen something very like it in the East; and, to my mind, it is a great improvement on the long oar when the boat is driven through the water, but it is of no use at all when there is no motion.”


  “No; neither is it of use when one wishes to sweep round in a hurry,” observed the captain, when this was translated to him. “If it had not been for my steering-oar bringing you sharp round when we were attacking the pirate, you would hardly have managed to spit the chief as you did, strong though you be.”


  It was found that the new style of skiff was a good sailer, for, although the wind was light, her lug-sail carried her over to the coast of Albion in about four hours.


  “There has been some bad feeling of late between the men from the islands and the men of our side—there often is,” said the young fisherman, who steered. “I am not sure that it will be safe to land here.”


  “If that be so, hold on close along the shore in the direction of the setting sun,” returned Bladud, “and land us after nightfall. I know the whole country well, and can easily guide my comrades through the woods to my father’s town on the great river.”


  The young fisherman did not reply for a few seconds. He seemed in doubt as to this proposal.


  “There has been war lately,” he said, “between your father and the southern tribes, and it may be dangerous for so small a party to traverse the lands of the enemy. I would gladly go and help you, but what could one arm more do to aid you against a host? Besides, my father is dependent on me now for food. I may not forsake the old one who has fed and guarded me since I was a little boy.”


  “Concern yourself not about that, friend,” replied the prince. “We need no help. During many days we have travelled safely enough through the great woods of the interior, and have held our own against all foes.”


  “Without doubt we are well able to take care of ourselves,” remarked the captain, “though it is but fair to admit that we have had some trouble in doing so.”


  “Ay, and some starvation, too,” added Maikar; “but having come safe over the mainland, we are not afraid to face the dangers of the isles, young man.”


  “I said not that you were afraid,” rejoined the fisherman, with something of dignified reproof in his manner; “but it is not disgraceful for brave men to act with caution.”


  “Well said, my old comrade!” exclaimed Bladud; “and so we shall be pleased if you will land us here. But your speech leads me to understand that you have had news of my father’s doings lately. Is the old man well?”


  “Ay, King Hudibras is well, and as fond of fighting as ever, besides being well able for it. I am not sure that he would be pleased if he heard you call him the ‘old man.’”


  “Indeed? Yet nearly fifty winters have passed over his head, and that is somewhat old for a warrior. And my mother and sister—have you heard of them?”


  “Excellently well, I believe. At least, so I have been told by the Hebrew merchant who came over sea with one of the Phoenician ships, and wanders over the whole land with his pack of golden ornaments—which so take the fancy of the women, indeed of the men also. How the fellow escapes being robbed on his journeys is more than I can tell. It is said that he travels by night and sleeps in caves during the day. Some people even think that he is in league with evil spirits. I doubt that; but he told me the other day, when I met him on our side of the channel, that your sister is about to be married to a neighbouring chief—I forget his name—Gunrig, I think—with whom your father wishes to be on friendly terms.”


  “Married!” exclaimed Bladud, with a troubled look.


  “Ay, and it is said she does not like the match.”


  “Does my mother approve of it?”


  “I think not, though the Hebrew did not seem to feel quite sure on that point. But your father seems resolved on it, and you know he is not easily turned from his purpose when determined to have his way. He is more difficult to move than a woman in that matter.”


  “Come, friend,” said Bladud gravely, “don’t be too free in your remarks on my father.”


  “And don’t be too hard on the women-folk,” added the captain, with a grim smile, “they are not all alike. At least there is one that I know of in the East, whose spirit is like that of the lamb, and her voice like the notes of the songbird.”


  Maikar looked as if he were on the point of adding something to the conversation, but his thoughts seemed too deep for utterance, for he only sighed.


  “Land us in yon creek,” said Bladud promptly. “It seems that I have not returned home a moment too soon. There, under the cliff—so.”


  The skiff ran alongside of a ledge of rock as he spoke, and next moment the prince leaped upon the shores of his native land.


  With a brief farewell to his old playmate, he turned, led his companions up the neighbouring cliff, and, plunging into the forest, set off at a pace which betrayed the urgency of his desire to reach home.


  Although they travelled almost night and day, it took them the better part of two weeks to reach the river, on the banks of which King Hudibras’ chief town was built. They arrived at the eastern bank without mishap, and found that people were crowding over from the western side to attend some display or fête which was obviously going on there. Mingling with the crowd they went to the river’s edge, where numerous wooden canoes and coracles were busily engaged in ferrying the people over.


  Approaching a man, whose apparel betokened him one of the poorer class, Bladud addressed him—


  “Can you tell me, friend, what is going on here to-day?”


  “Truly you must be a stranger if you know not, for every one—far and near—has heard of the wedding of our king’s pretty daughter.”


  “Is she, then, married?” asked the prince, scarcely able to conceal his anxiety.


  “Not yet, but she is to be married to-morrow—if no champion comes to claim her.”


  “How? What mean you?”


  “I mean what I say. Gunrig, the great chief whom she is to wed, is a proud and a stout man. Many chiefs have been courting the fair princess, and, in his pride of heart and strength, Gunrig has challenged any one to fight him in single combat, promising that the bride shall be given to the conqueror.”


  “And does my—does the king agree to such a base proposal?”


  “Well, he objected to it at first, but Gunrig is such a dangerous enemy, and his tribe so powerful, that the king has given in at last. Besides, he knows that the chief is so strong and big, and so well able to use his weapons, that none of the other chiefs are likely to venture a trial with him, or, if they do, they are sure to get the worst of it.”


  “You don’t seem to like this Gunrig, I think.”


  “No. I hate him. Everybody hates him; he is such a proud brute, but what can we do? when the king commands, all must obey. If I was as big and stout as you are,” added the man with a steady gaze at the prince, “I’d go at this fellow and win the fair princess myself.”


  “Perchance I may have a try,” returned Bladud with a light laugh. “Does the princess hate him? and the queen?”


  “Ay, worse than poison.”


  “Come, let us go and see the sport,” said the prince to his companions, as he hurried away from the river. “You know our language well enough, I think, captain, to understand what has been said?”


  “Ay, the most of it; and there is no doubt you are much wanted at this feast.”


  In a few minutes our travellers arrived at the suburbs of the little town, which was embosomed among trees and green fields.


  As hundreds of people had come in from all the country round, and some of them were Phoenician mariners from ships then in port, our three adventurers might not have attracted much attention, had it not been for the towering height, stalwart frame, and noble bearing of Bladud. As it was, people commented on them, bestowing looks of admiration particularly on the prince, but they did not address or molest them in any way—supposing, of course, that they had come from a distance to see the show; though many wondered that such a strapping fellow as the tall one could have come to the land without having been heard of.


  “Perhaps he has only just arrived in one of the ships,” was the sagacious remark of one.


  “But the ships have been here a long time, and we have seen all their crews,” was the comment of another.


  On arriving at the scene of festivities, they found that an immense assemblage encircled the arena, in which a number of young men were competing in athletic sports. The captain and Maikar gently elbowed their way to the front, where they could see what was going on.


  “I will remain in the back row where I can see well enough,” said Bladud. “Keep a look-out for me when you feel lost. I don’t mean to make myself known just yet.”
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  Chapter Ten.


  The Sports.


  



  At the further end of the ground enclosed for the sports, a slightly raised platform had been prepared for the king and his household. The royal party ascended it soon after the travellers arrived, but the distance was too great to permit of faces being distinguished. Bladud could easily perceive, however, the tall form of his father, and the graceful figure of his mother, as they took their places, closely followed by the chief warriors. These, however, did not bring their women—that privilege being reserved for the household of the king only. Close behind the king and queen walked the young Princess Hafrydda. She was not only graceful, but beautiful, being very fair like her mother, with light-blue eyes like those of her brother Bladud; she had peach-bloom cheeks, and a brow of snow, save where her cap failed to protect it from the sun.


  After the princess, and shrinking behind her as if to escape the gaze of the courtiers, or rather warriors, who crowded the platform, came a girl of about nineteen summers, the companion of Hafrydda. Branwen was a complete contrast to her friend in complexion. She was the daughter of a famous northern chief, and was quite as beautiful as the princess, while her jet-black eyes and curly brown hair gave more of force and character to features which were delicately moulded.


  There was reason for poor Branwen’s desire to escape observation, for the proud Gunrig was paying her attentions which were far too pointed and familiar in one who was about to marry the king’s daughter. Indeed, it was whispered that he had changed his mind since he had seen Branwen, and would have even resigned the princess in her favour, if he had dared to offer such an affront to the king.


  Hudibras himself was the last to ascend the platform. He was a fine-looking, portly man, with a great shock of black hair, a long beard, and limbs so well proportioned that he did not seem taller than other men until he stood beside them. He was a worthy sire of such a son as Bladud, though three inches shorter.


  There was a sort of barbaric splendour in the costumes of both men and women, combined with some degree of graceful simplicity. The king was clothed in a softly-dressed deer-skin jacket, over which he wore a wolf-skin with the hair outside. A tunic of purple cotton, brought by Phoenician ships from the far East, covered him as far down as the knees, which were bare, while his lower limbs were swathed in strips of scarlet cloth. Leather sandals, resembling those made by Bladud while in Gaul, protected his feet. No crown or other token of royalty rested on his brow, but over his dark and grizzled locks he wore a species of leather skull-cap which, being exceeding tough, served the purpose of a helmet. On his breast was a profusion of ornaments in the form of beads and bosses of gold and tin, the former of which had been brought from the East, the latter from the mines of his native land. A bronze sword with an ivory sheath, inlaid with gold, hung at his left side, and a knife of the same material at his right. Altogether King Hudibras, being broad and strong in proportion to his height, presented a very regal appearance indeed, and bore himself with becoming dignity. He had married the daughter of a Norse Jarl; and his two children, Bladud and Hafrydda, had taken after their gentle mother in complexion and disposition, though they were not altogether destitute of a sub-current of their father’s passionate nature.


  The nobles, or rather warriors—for ability to fight constituted nobility in those days—were clothed in garments which, with sundry modifications, resembled those of the king. As for the women of the court, their costumes were what may be styled flowing, and therefore graceful, though difficult to describe. Like their lords, they were profusely ornamented with precious metals and bands and loops of coloured cloth. Hafrydda and her companion Branwen allowed their hair to fall, after the manner of the times, in unrestrained freedom over their shoulders—that of the former resembling a cataract of rippling gold, while that of the latter was a wavy mass of auburn. Both girls wore wild flowers among their tresses. Of course the queen had rolled up her slightly grey hair in the simple knot at the back of the head, which is more becoming to age, and she wore no ornament of any kind on her head.


  Public games are pretty much the same in all lands, and have probably been similar in all times. We shall not weary the reader by describing minutely all that went on. There was racing, of course, and jumping both with and without a run, as well as over a willow-wand held high. There was also throwing the heavy stone, but the method pursued in this feat was not in accordance with modern practice, inasmuch as the competitor turned his back to the direction in which the stone was to be thrown, heeled instead of toed the line, seized the stone with both hands and hurled it backwards over his head.


  As the games proceeded it was evident that the concourse became much excited and deeply interested in the efforts of the various competitors—the king and his court not less so than the people.


  After the conclusion of one of the races, Captain Arkal left the front row, and pushing his way towards Bladud, whispered—


  “It seems to me that you could easily beat the winner of that race, smart though he be. What say you? Will you try?”


  “I fear being discovered by my father if I go so prominently before him, and I wish to announce myself in private.”


  “Pooh! discovery is impossible! Have you not told me that you were a smooth-chinned boy, and not grown to near your present height when you left home? How can they ever recognise one who returns a sunburnt giant, with a beard that covers half his face?”


  “Perhaps you are right,” returned the prince, looking as if uncertain how to act; but the advice of little Maikar corresponding with that of the captain decided him.


  In those primitive times the rules and ceremonies connected with games were few and simple. “Entries” were not arranged beforehand; men came and went, and competed or refrained, as they pleased, though, of course, there were a few well-known greyhound-like men and athletes who competed more or less in all games of the various districts around, and whose superlative powers prevented other ambitious men from becoming too numerous. These were, we may say, the “professionals” of the time.


  No special costumes were worn. Each man, as he stepped to the front, divested himself of wolf-skin, deer-skin, boar-skin, or cat-skin mantle, and, perchance, also of his upper coat, and stood forth in attire sufficiently light and simple to leave his limbs unhampered.


  A long race—ten times round the course—was about to come off, and the men were being placed by the judges, when Bladud pushed through the crowd and made his way to the starting-point. There was a murmur of admiration as his tall and graceful figure was seen to join the group of competitors in front of the royal stand. He gave the Greek letter Omicron as his name, and no further questions were asked him. Divesting himself of the rug or mantle, which he wore thrown over one shoulder after the manner of a plaid, he stood forth in the thin loose tunic which formed his only garment, and tightened his belt as he toed the line.


  It was with a feeling of satisfaction that he observed several of the king’s warriors among the runners, and one of these was Gunrig. Being an agile as well as a stout man, he did not consider it beneath his dignity to join in the sports.


  The king himself gave the signal to start. He descended from his stand for the purpose, and Bladud was greatly pleased to find that though he looked at him he evidently failed to recognise him.


  At the signal, about twenty powerful fellows—mostly young, though some were in the prime of life—started out at full speed for a short distance, as if to test each other; then they began to slow, so as not to break their wind by over-exertion at the beginning. Bladud felt at once that he was more than a match for the best of them, unless any one should turn out to have been concealing his powers. He therefore placed himself alongside of Gunrig, and kept at his elbow about half a foot behind him the first two rounds of the course.


  At first Gunrig took no notice of this, but when he perceived that the tall stranger continued to keep the same position, he held back a little, intending to reverse the position for a time. But Bladud also held back and frustrated his intention. Exasperated by this, Gunrig put on what we in these times call a “spurt,” and went ahead at a pace which, in a few seconds, left most of the runners a good way behind. This was received by the spectators with a cheer, in which surprise was fully as prominent as satisfaction, for although they knew that the chief was celebrated for his speed of foot, few of them had actually seen him run before that day, and it at once became evident that if his endurance was equal to his speed, it would go hard with his competitors.


  Bladud was left behind a few yards, but, without making a spurt, he lengthened his stride a little, and in a moment or two had resumed his former position at his rival’s elbow.


  A wild cheer of delight ensued, for now it was recognised that in all probability the race would lie between these two. As, however, all this occurred in the third round of the course, and all the other runners seemed to be doing their work with steady resolution, there was still the possibility of one or more of them proving themselves, by endurance perhaps, more than a match for the swift-footed. The excitement, therefore, became intense, and, as round after round of the course was completed the relative position of the various men changed considerably.


  At the seventh round some, who had been husbanding their strength, let out, and, passing others with great ease, came close upon the heels of Gunrig and Bladud. This was, of course, a signal for enthusiastic cheering. Others of the runners, feeling that their chance of taking a respectable place was hopeless, dropped out of the race altogether and were cheered vociferously as they retired.


  At last, in the eighth round, it became practically, as had been anticipated, a race between the leading two, for they were far ahead of all the others by that time, but occupied exactly the same relative position as before. Gunrig became so exasperated at this, that on commencing the ninth round, he made a sudden effort which carried him five or six yards ahead of his rival.


  The spectators could not avoid cheering him at this, but the cheer was feeble.


  “The tall man is losing wind,” cried one in a disappointed tone.


  “I feared his legs were too long,” observed another. Most of the people, however, looked on in anxious silence.


  “I did not think he would give in so easily,” murmured little Maikar regretfully.


  “He has not given in yet,” returned the captain, with a satisfied nod. “See—he pulls up!”


  This was true. To the unbounded surprise of the spectators, Bladud had actually stopped a moment to tighten his belt at the beginning of the tenth round. Then, to their still greater amazement, he put on what we may call an Olympic spurt, so that he overtook his rival in less than a quarter of a minute; passed him easily, ran over the rest of the course at a rate which had not been equalled since Old Albion was created, and passed the winning-post full five hundred yards in advance of Gunrig, amid yells of delight and roars of laughter, which continued for some time—bursting forth again and again as the novelty and surprise of the thing became more and more forced home to the spectators’ minds.


  “You have met more than your match to-day, Gunrig,” remarked the king, with a laugh, as the defeated man strode angrily up to the platform.


  “I have met foul play,” replied the chief angrily. “He pretended that he could not run, else would I have put on more force. But it matters not. I will have another opportunity of trying him. Meanwhile, there is yet the heavy stone to throw. How now, wench?” he added, turning fiercely on Branwen, who had nearly hidden her face in her shawl, “do you try to hide that you are laughing at me?”


  Poor Branwen was in anything but a laughing mood. She was too much afraid of the fiery chief for that, and had merely covered her face, as a modern beauty might drop her veil, to avoid his gaze.


  The fair-haired Hafrydda, however, was not so timid, her smile was evidently one of amusement at his defeat, which angered him all the more.


  “Gunrig,” said the king, drawing himself up, and speaking impressively, “remember that you are my guest, and that it ill becomes you to insult my women before my face.”


  “Pardon me,” replied the chief, with an effort to recover himself. “You must remember that I am not accustomed to defeat.”


  “True,” returned the king blandly, “so now you had better take to the heavy stone and come off the victor.”


  Gunrig at once went down into the arena and sent a challenge to Bladud.


  The latter had returned to his place among the spectators, but his height rendered him easy to find. He accepted the challenge at once, and, as no other competitor for the heavy stone offered, the two had it all to themselves. This was no matter of wonder, for the heaviest stone among those laid out for trial was of a weight that many of the young men or warriors could barely lift, while the stoutest of them could not have thrown it more than a few feet.


  Boiling over as he was with indignation, Gunrig felt as if he was endued with more than usual strength. He lifted the stone with ease, faced the platform, heeled the line, and hurled the stone violently over his head, so that it fell with a heavy thud far behind him. Then Bladud took it up.


  “Oh! what a stout man he is!” whispered Branwen to Hafrydda, “and what a handsome face!”


  “That is true; and I hope he will win,” replied the princess.


  “Hush! child, the king will be displeased if he hears you,” said her mother earnestly. “What ever you think, keep silence.”


  The queen spoke with such unwonted energy that Hafrydda was surprised, but her thoughts were instantly diverted to Bladud, who made a magnificent cast and sent the stone a yard further than his opponent. But Gunrig seized it again and hurled it a foot beyond that.


  “Well done,” said the king. “Go on. It is the best in three heaves that wins.”


  Bladud grasped the stone and hurled it back over his head with all his force. Up and up it went as if it had resolved to become an aerolite and visit the moon! Then down it came with a mighty thud ten yards beyond Gunrig’s mark.


  Once more the air rang with the enthusiastic plaudits of the multitude, while the king ordered the victor to approach the stand.


  Bladud did so with some trepidation, for now he knew that he would have to speak, and feared that though his appearance had not betrayed him, his voice would probably do so.
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  Chapter Eleven.


  A Notable Duel Followed by Changes and Plots.


  



  Every eye was riveted with admiration and curiosity on the young stranger as he approached.


  “You have acquitted yourself well, young man,” said the king, “and it becomes us to invite you to our palace and to ask if we can serve you in any way.”


  Bladud had a deep voice, and, by way of increasing his chances of concealing his identity, he pitched it a note or two lower than usual as he replied.


  “I thank you, sir, for your hospitality and gladly accept it. As to your offer to serve me, I would count it a favour if you will permit me to enter into combat with one of your friends.”


  “Indeed!” exclaimed the king, in great surprise, “that is a strange request, but I may not deny you. Which of my warriors may it be?”


  “It is none of your warriors, sir,” answered Bladud, “but one of your guests who has, I am told, challenged whoever will to fight him for the hand of your fair daughter. I am here now to accept that challenge and to fight with Gunrig if he will.”


  “Assuredly, young man, your ambition or presumption seems equal to your prowess,” returned the king with an offended look; “know ye not that this challenge was delivered to chiefs of this country, not to unknown strangers, and although I admit that your tongue seems well accustomed to our language, it has a foreign smack about it which does not belong to those who are home-bred.”


  “I am a chief,” answered Bladud, proudly, “and this is my native land.”


  “What is your name, then, and where come ye from?” demanded the king.


  “That I may not answer just now, but I am here, in your power, if what I say be not found true, you may do what you will with me. Meanwhile I ask permission to accept the challenge.”


  At this point Gunrig, unable to restrain himself longer, sprang forward.


  “Grant him permission, king,” he cried. “If I were not ready to abide by my word I were not worth my salt. Nay, indeed, whether you grant him permission or not I will fight him, for he has twice beaten me this day, and now insults me, therefore there is a deadly feud between us.”


  “You were always a hot-head, Gunrig,” replied the king, with a grim smile. “But have your way. Only it does not follow that if you lose the day I will give my child to the conqueror.”


  “Be that as you choose,” said Gunrig, “I am now ready.”


  As he spoke the fiery chief grasped his shield, leaped down into the arena and drew his sword.


  Bladud was not slow to follow. In those days action usually followed close on the heels of purpose, and as the laws of chivalry had not yet been formulated there was no braying of trumpets or tedious ceremonial to delay the combat.


  “Oh! I do hope he will conquer,” whispered the Princess Hafrydda to her dark-eyed companion, “and save me from that horrid man.”


  “I hope so too,” returned Branwen, in a subdued voice, “but—”


  She stopped abruptly, and a blush deepened the rich colour of her cheek, which she sought to conceal by drawing her shawl still closer over it. This was needless, for the clash of swords at the moment, as the combatants met in deadly conflict, claimed the exclusive attention of the damsels, and caused the entire concourse to press close around the barricades with eager interest.


  “A strange way to mark his home-coming,” muttered Captain Arkal, thrusting himself as near to the scene of action as possible, closely followed by Maikar, who, being little, kept easily in his wake.


  “He knows well what he’s about,” returned the little man, whose admiration for Bladud was great, and his belief in him unbounded.


  Maikar was one of those men—of whom there are no doubt thousands—who powerfully appreciate, almost venerate, and always recognise, the spirit of justice when displayed by their fellows, although they may not always be aware of the fact that they do recognise it—hence his belief in the prince.


  “A good day for the land if that long-legged fellow slays him,” remarked one of the crowd.


  “That’s true,” said another.


  Indeed, this seemed to be the opinion of most of the spectators; there was also a general expression of confidence that the stranger was sure to be victorious, but some objectors—of whom there are, and necessarily must be a considerable number in the world—held that Gunrig was a stout man to tackle, and it was not always length of limb that gained the day.


  Such comments, however, were not numerous, for the concourse soon became too deeply absorbed to indulge in speech.


  The fight that now ensued gave some weight to the objectors’ views.


  At first the combatants rushed at each other with the ferocity of men who mean to settle a dispute by instant and mutual destruction, and there was a sort of gasp of excited surprise among the people as the two swords fell at the same moment with something like a thunderclap on the respective shields. Feeling that neither could overcome the other by the might of a resistless blow, each, after one or two rapid cuts, thrusts, and guards, ascertained that his adversary was so nearly his match as to render great care needful. They retired a few paces, and then advancing, settled down to their work, point to point and foot to foot.


  Gunrig, although inferior in stature to the prince, was about equal to him in strength and weight, and, being a trained warrior in the prime of life, was possessed of a sturdy endurance which, to some extent, made up for the other’s superior agility. In other respects they seemed well matched, for each was highly trained and expert in the use of his weapons.


  After a second onset, somewhat similar to the first, and with much the same result, the two went at each other with cut and thrust so rapidly that it was almost impossible to distinguish their swords as they flashed like gleaming flames in the sunshine.


  Suddenly Gunrig drew back, and, springing at the prince with uplifted weapon, as if to cut him down, changed the attack into a quick thrust which, passing under the youth’s uplifted shield, went straight to his breast. But the quick eye of Bladud detected the intention in time. Leaping lightly backward, he caused the thrust to come short; at the same time he returned with a quick thrust at the chief’s right shoulder which took effect slightly. Giving him no time to recover, he made a sweeping cut at Gunrig’s neck, which, had it fallen, would have shorn his head from his shoulders, but the chief, instead of guarding it, suddenly stooped, and, as the sword passed whistling above him, returned with a thrust so fierce that it pierced right through the thick shield opposed to it.


  Here was an opportunity of which Bladud was not slow to avail himself. Although the arm which held it was slightly wounded, he gave the shield a violent and sudden twist, which not only held the weapon fast but nearly wrenched it out of the chief’s hand. An ordinary sword would have been snapped, but Gunrig’s weapon was a big bronze one that had done service in many a fray, and its owner’s hand was strong. He held it fast, but before he could withdraw it and recover himself Bladud cut him fair over the head. Whether it was accident or design no one could tell, but the flat instead of the edge of his sword descended on the headpiece, and the blow which should otherwise have cleft his adversary to the chin only stretched him insensible on the field.


  A great sigh of relief, mingled with wild cheers of satisfaction, greeted this effective termination of the fight, and the king was evidently not ill-pleased.


  “Pick him up, some of you,” he said, pointing to the prostrate Gunrig, “and carry him to the palace. See that he is well cared for. Go, Branwen, and see that everything is properly done for him.”


  Branwen at once left the stand, and the king, descending into the arena, proceeded to congratulate the victor.


  Before he could do so, however, to his unbounded surprise, the queen also descended with her daughter and threw her arms round the prince’s neck, while Hafrydda seized his hand and covered it with kisses.


  “Body of me! am I dreaming?” cried the king, after a few moments of speechless amazement.


  “Oh! Bladud,” exclaimed the queen, looking up in his smiling face, “did you really think you could deceive your own mother? Fie, fie, I would have recognised you if you had come with your face painted black.”


  By this time the king had recovered, and realised the fact that his long-lost son had returned home. He strode towards him, and, grasping his hand, essayed to speak, but something in his throat rendered speech impossible. King Hudibras was a stern man, however, and scorned to show womanly weakness before his people. He turned suddenly round, kicked a few courtiers out of his way, remounted the platform, and, in a loud voice, announced the conclusion of the sports.


  Great was the rejoicing among the people assembled there, when the news spread that the long-lost Prince Bladud had returned home, and that the tall youth who had defeated Gunrig was he, and they cheered him with even more zest and energy than they had at the moment of his victory.


  Meanwhile Gunrig, having been conveyed to the residence of the king, was laid on a couch. The palace was, we need scarcely say, very unlike our modern palaces, being merely a large hut or rude shanty of logs, surrounded by hundreds of similar but smaller huts, which composed this primitive town. The couch on which the chief lay was composed of brushwood and leaves. But Gunrig did not lie long upon it. He was a tough man, as well as a stout, and he had almost recovered consciousness when the princess, returning from the games, arrived to assist her friend in attending to the king’s commands.


  She found Branwen about to enter the chamber, in which the chief lay, with a bandage.


  “Hast heard the news?” she asked, with a gladsome smile.


  “Not I,” replied Branwen, in a rather sharp tone.


  “Whatever it is, it seems to have made you happy.”


  “Truly it has. But let us go in with the bandages first. The news is too good to be told in a hurry.”


  The sound of their voices as they entered aroused Gunrig completely, and he rose up as they approached.


  “My father sent us,” said the princess in some confusion, “to see that you are well cared for. Your wounds, I hope, are not dangerous?”


  “Dangerous, no; and they will not prevent me from speedily avenging myself on the young upstart who has appeared so suddenly to claim you for a bride. Stay, you need not go so quickly, or toss your head in pride. I will stand by my word, and let him keep who wins. But I have a word to say to you, Branwen. Come along with me.”


  Wooers among the ancient Albionites were not, it would seem, celebrated for politeness—some of them, at least! The chief seized the shrinking girl by the wrist as he spoke, and led her out of the house and into a neighbouring thicket, where he bade her sit down on a fallen tree.


  “Now,” he said, sitting down beside her, and putting his arm round her waist, despite her objections, “this young turkey-cock has fairly won Hafrydda, and he is welcome to her for all that I care—that is, if he lives to claim her hand after our next meeting, for, since I’ve seen your pretty face, Branwen, I would rather wed you than the fairest lass that ever owned to Norland blood. What say you to take the princess’s place and become my wife?”


  “Oh! no, no,” exclaimed Branwen, in great distress, trying to disengage his arm, “you love Hafrydda, and it is impossible that you can love us both! Let me go.”


  “I’m not so sure that I ever really cared for the princess,” replied the chief; “but of this I am quite sure, that I never loved her half as much as I love you, Branwen.”


  The girl tore herself away from him, and, standing up with flushed face and flashing eyes, exclaimed—


  “Shame would crush you, if you were a brave man, for uttering such a speech. But you are not brave; you are a coward, and your late opponent will teach you that. Be sure that I will never consent to wed one who is a disgrace to manhood.”


  A fierce scowl crossed Gunrig’s swarthy countenance, but it passed in a moment, and a look of admiration replaced it as he looked up with a smile.


  “I like maids with your temper,” he said, still keeping his seat, “but you forget that if the king so wills it, you shall be compelled to accept me, and I think the king will scarce dare to thwart my wishes, especially now that another man has a right to the princess.”


  “I defy you,” returned the girl, still at a white heat of indignation, “and if the king tries to force me to wed you, I will defy him too! The young stranger will be my champion—or, if he should refuse, there are other ways by which a helpless girl may escape from tyrants.”


  She turned with these words and fled. Gunrig sprang up to pursue, but, fortunately for the girl, a modest bramble, that scarce ventured to raise its branches above the ground, caught his foot and sent him headlong into a rotten stump, which seemed only too ready to receive him. Extracting his head from its embrace, he stood up in a bewildered frame of mind, found that the light-footed Branwen had escaped him, and sat down again on the fallen tree to recover his equanimity.


  Meanwhile the poor girl ran back to the palace, rushed into Hafrydda’s room, threw herself on a couch, and burst into tears.


  This was such an unwonted exhibition of weakness in Branwen that the princess stood looking at her for a few moments in silent surprise. Then she sought to comfort her, and made her relate, bit by bit, with many a sob between, what had occurred.


  “But why do you cry so bitterly?” asked Hafrydda. “It is so unlike you to give way to despair. Besides, you defied him, you say, and you were right to do so, for my dear father will never force you to wed against your wishes.”


  “I know better,” returned the other, with some bitterness. “Did he not intend to make you wed against your wishes?”


  “That is true,” replied the gentle Hafrydda, with a sigh. “But I am saved from that now,” she added, brightening up suddenly, “and that reminds me of the good news. Do you know who the handsome youth is who rescued me from this monster?”


  “No, I don’t; and I’m sure I don’t care,” answered Branwen, with a touch of petulance. “At all events, I suppose you will be glad of the change of husbands.”


  “He will never be my husband,” returned the princess, somewhat amused by her friend’s tone, for she suspected the cause. “He is my brother Bladud—my long-lost brother!”


  The change that came over Branwen’s pretty face on hearing this was remarkable.


  “Your brother!” she exclaimed. “No wonder that he is beautiful, as well as brave!”


  A merry laugh broke from the princess as she kissed her friend. “Well, but,” she said, “what will you do? You know that always, when I have been perplexed or in trouble, I have come to you for help and advice. Now that things are turned the other way, I know not what advice to give you.”


  “I have settled what to do,” answered Branwen, drying her eyes, and looking up with the air of one whose mind has been suddenly and firmly made up. “Your father, I know, will consent to Gunrig’s wishes. If he did not, there would be war again—horrible war—between the tribes. I will never be the cause of that if I can help it. At the same time, it would kill me to wed with Gunrig. I would rather die than that; therefore—I will run away.”


  “And leave me?” exclaimed the princess anxiously.


  “Well, I should have to leave you, at any rate, if I stay and am compelled to marry Gunrig.”


  “But where will you run to?”


  “That I will not tell, lest you should be tempted to tell lies to your father. Just be content to know that I shall not be far away, and that in good time you shall hear from me. Farewell, dear Hafrydda, I dare not stay, for that—that monster will not be long in hatching and carrying out some vile plot—farewell.”
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  Chapter Twelve.


  Plots and Plans.


  



  About three miles beyond the outskirts of King Hudibras’ town—the name of which has now, like many other things, been lost in the proverbial mists of antiquity—an old man dwelt in a sequestered part of the forest. His residence was a dry cave at the foot of a cliff, or, rather, a rude hut which, resting against the cliff, absorbed the cave, so to speak, into its rear premises.


  The old man had a somewhat aquiline nose, a long white beard, and a grave, but kindly, expression of countenance. He was one of the sons of Israel—at that time not a despised race. Although aged he was neither bowed nor weak, but bore himself with the uprightness and vigour of a man in his prime. When at home, this man seemed to occupy his time chiefly in gathering firewood, cooking food, sleeping, and reading in a small roll of Egyptian papyrus which he carried constantly in his bosom.


  He was well known, far and near, as Beniah the merchant, who trafficked with the Phoenician shipmen; was a sort of go-between with them and the surrounding tribes, and carried his wares from place to place far and wide through the land. He was possessed of a wonderful amount of curious knowledge, and, although he spoke little, he contrived in the little he said to make a favourable impression on men and women. Being obliging as well as kind, and also exceedingly useful, people not only respected Beniah, but treated him as a sort of semi-sacred being who was not to be interfered with in any way. Even robbers—of whom there were not a few in those days—respected the Hebrew’s property; passed by his hut with looks of solemnity, if not of awe, and allowed him to come and go unchallenged.


  Most people liked Beniah. A few feared him, and a still smaller number—cynics, who have existed since the days of Adam—held him to be in league with evil spirits. He was a tall, stalwart man, and carried a staff of oak about six feet long, as a support during his travels. It had somehow come to be understood that, although Beniah was pre-eminently a man of peace, it was nevertheless advisable to treat him with civility or to keep well out of the range of that oaken staff. Possibly this opinion may have been founded on the fact that, on one occasion, three big runaway Phoenician seamen, who thought they would prefer a life in the woods to a life on the ocean wave, had one evening been directed to Beniah’s hut as a place where strangers were never refused hospitality when they asked it with civility. As those three seamen made their appearance in the town that same evening, in a very sulky state of mind, with three broken heads, it was conjectured that they had omitted the civility—either on purpose or by accident. Be this as it may, Beniah and his six-foot staff had become objects of profound respect.


  Evening was drawing on and Beniah was sitting on a stool beside his open door, enjoying the sunshine that penetrated his umbrageous retreat, and reading the papyrus scroll already referred to, when the figure of a woman approached him with timid, hesitating steps. At first the Hebrew did not observe her, but, as she drew nearer, the crackling of branches under her light footsteps aroused him. He looked up quickly, and the woman, running forward, stood before him with clasped hands.


  “Oh! sir,” she exclaimed, “have pity on me! I come to claim your protection.”


  “Such protection as you need and I can give you shall have, my daughter; but it is a strange request to make of such a man, in such a place, and at such a time. Moreover, your voice is not quite strange to me,” added the old man with a perplexed look. “Surely I have heard it before?”


  “Ay, Beniah, you know my voice and have seen my face,” said the woman, suddenly removing her shawl and revealing to the astonished eyes of the old man the pretty head and face of Branwen with her wealth of curling auburn hair.


  “Child,” exclaimed the Hebrew, rising and letting fall his roll, while he took her hand in both of his, “what folly have you been guilty of, for surely nothing but folly could move you thus to forsake the house of your friends?”


  “Ay, father, you say truth,” returned the girl, her courage returning as she noted the kindly tone of the old man’s voice. “Folly is indeed the cause of it, but it is the folly of man, not of women.”


  Branwen then gave him a detailed account of the duel between Bladud and Gunrig, as well as of the subsequent proceedings of the latter, with regard to herself.


  The face of the old man elongated as she proceeded with her narration, and as it was long by nature—the face, not the narration—its appearance when she had concluded was solemnising in the extreme.


  “Assuredly you are right, my child, for it is amazing folly in such a man as Gunrig to suppose he is a fitting mate for you,—though it is no folly in him to wish to get you for a wife,—and it is no folly in you to flee from such an undesirable union. But how to help you in this matter is more difficult to conceive than anything that has puzzled my brain since the day I left Tyre.”


  “Can you not conceal me here till we have time to think what is best to be done?” asked Branwen simply, “for I will die rather than wed this—this monster Gunrig!”


  The Hebrew smiled pitifully, for he saw in the maiden’s face and bearing evidence of a brave, resolute spirit, which would not condescend to boasting, and had no thought of using exaggerated language.


  “Truly I will conceal you—for a time. But I cannot leave you here alone when I go on my wanderings. Besides, the king will send out his hunters all over the land—men who are trained to note the slightest track of bear, deer, and wolf, and they will find it easy work to discover your little footprints. No doubt, near the town, and even here where many wanderers come and go, they will fail to pick up the trail, but if you venture into the lonely woods the footmarks will certainly betray you, and if I go with you, my doom will be fixed, for my big sandal is as well known to the king’s hunters as the big nose on my face, or the white beard on my chin.”


  Poor Branwen became, and looked, very miserable on hearing this, for the idea of hunters and footprints had not once occurred to her.


  “Oh what, then, is to be done?” she asked with a helpless yet eager look.


  For some time the old man sat in silence, with closed eyes as if in meditation. Then he said, with a sad smile, that he supposed there was nothing for it but to reveal one of his secrets to her.


  “I have not many secrets, Branwen,” he said, “but the one which I am about to reveal to you is important. To make it known would be the ruin of me. Yet I feel that I may trust you, for surely you are a good girl.”


  “No, I’m not,” cried Branwen, with a look of firmness, yet of transparent honesty, that amused her companion greatly; “at least,” she continued in a quieter tone, “I don’t feel good, and the queen often tells me that I am very naughty, though I sometimes think she doesn’t mean it. But when I think of that—that monster and his insult to my dear Hafrydda, and his impudence in wanting me. Oh! I could tear him limb from limb, and put the bits in the fire so that they could never come together again!”


  “My dear child,” returned Beniah remonstratively, while she paused with flashing eyes and parted lips, as though she had not yet given vent to half her wrath, “whatever other folk may say or think of you, you are good enough in my esteem, but it is wrong to give way thus to wrath. Come, I will reveal my little secret, and it behoves us to be quick, for they will soon miss you and send the hunters on your track.”


  As he spoke the Hebrew led the refugee through his hut and into the cave beyond, the darkness at the further end of which was so great, that it would have been impossible to see but for a stone lamp which stood in a recess in the wall. This revealed the fact that the place was used as a kitchen.


  “That is my chimney,” said Beniah, taking up the lamp and holding it so that a large natural hole or crack could be seen overhead, it formed an outlet to the forest above—though the opening was beyond the reach of vision. The same crack extended below in the form of a yawning chasm, five or six feet wide. There seemed to be nothing on the other side of this chasm except the wall of the cliffs; but on closer inspection, a narrow ledge was seen with a small recess beyond. Across the chasm lay a plank which rested on the ledge.


  “This is my secret—at least part of it,” said the Hebrew, pointing to the plank which bridged the chasm. “Give me your hand; we must cross it.”


  Branwen possessed a steady as well as a pretty head. Placing her hand unhesitatingly in that of her guide, she quickly stood on the ledge, close to a short narrow passage, by which they reached a smaller cave or natural chamber in the solid rock. Here, to the girl’s intense surprise, she found herself surrounded by objects, many of which she had never seen before, while others were familiar enough. Against the wall were piled webs of cloth of brilliant colours, and garments of various kinds. In one corner was a heap of bronze and iron weapons, shields and other pieces of Eastern armour, while in a recess lay piled in a confused heap many Phoenician ornaments of gold, silver, and bronze, similar to those which were worn by the warriors and chief men of King Hudibras’ court. It was, in fact, the stock in trade of the Hebrew—the fount at which he replenished his travelling pack; a pack which was a great mystery to most of his friends, for, however much they might purchase out of it, there seemed to be no end to its inexhaustible power of reproduction.


  “Here,” said Beniah, amused at the girl’s gaze of astonishment, “ye will be safe from all your foes till a Higher Power directs us what shall be done with you, for, to say truth, at this moment my mind is a blank. However, our present duty is not action but concealment. Water and dried fruit you will find in this corner. Keep quiet. Let not curiosity tempt you to examine these things—they might fall and cause noise that would betray us. When danger is past, I will come again. Meanwhile, observe now what I am about to do, and try to imitate me.”


  He returned to the entrance, and, taking up the plank-bridge, drew it into the passage, guiding its outer end on a slight branch, which seemed to have fallen across the chasm accidentally, but which in reality had been placed there for this purpose. Then, sliding it out again, he refixed it in position.


  “Is that too hard for you? Try.”


  Branwen obeyed, and succeeded so well, that old Beniah commended her on her aptitude to learn.


  “Now be careful,” he added, when about to re-cross the bridge. “Your life may depend on your attention to my instructions.”


  “But what if I should let the plank slip?” said she in sudden anxiety.


  “There is another in the cave on the floor. Besides, I have two or three planks in the forest ready against such a mishap. Fear not, but commit yourself to the All-seeing One.”


  He crossed over alone, leaving the girl on the other side, and waited till she had withdrawn the bridge, when he returned to the mouth of the outer cave, and sat down to continue the perusal of his roll. Branwen meanwhile returned to the inner cave, or store, and sat down to meditate on thoughts which had been awakened by the Hebrew’s reference to the All-seeing One. She wondered if there was an All-seeing One at all, and, if there was, did He see all the wickedness that was done by men—ay, and even by women! and did He see the thoughts of her mind and the feelings of her heart?


  It will be gathered from this, that the maiden was considerably in advance of the uncivilised age in which she lived, for the ancient inhabitants of Albion were not addicted to the study of theology, either natural or speculative.


  “If I but knew of such an All-seeing One,” she murmured, “I would ask Him to help me.”


  Raising her eyes as she spoke, she observed the goods piled round the walls, and the light of the lamp—which had been left with her—glittered on the trinkets opposite. This was too much for her. It must be remembered that, besides living in a barbarous age, she was an untutored maiden, and possessed of a large share of that love for “pretty things,” which is—rightly or wrongly—believed to be a peculiar characteristic of the fair sex. Theology, speculative and otherwise, vanished, she leaped up and, forgetting her host’s warning, began to inspect the goods.


  At first conscience—for she had an active little one—remonstrated.


  “But,” she replied, silently, with a very natural tendency to self-justification, “although Beniah told me not to touch things, I did not promise not to do so?”


  “True, but your silence was equivalent to a promise,” said something within her.


  “No, it wasn’t,” she replied aloud.


  “Yes, it was,” retorted the something within her in a tone of exasperating contradiction.


  This was much too subtle a discussion to be continued. She brushed it aside with a laugh, and proceeded to turn over the things with eager admiration on her expressive face. Catching up a bright blue-and-scarlet shawl, large enough to cover her person, she threw it over her and made great, and not quite successful, efforts to see her own back. Suddenly she became motionless, and fixed her lustrous brown eyes on the roof with almost petrified attention.


  A thought had struck her! And she resolved to strike it back in the sense of pursuing it to a conclusion.


  “The very thing,” she said, recovering from petrification, “and I’ll do it!”


  The preliminary step to doing it seemed to be a general turn over of the Hebrew’s shawls, all of which, though many were beautiful, she rejected one after another until she found an old and considerably worn grey one. This she shook out and examined with approving nods, as if it were the finest fabric that ever had issued from the looms of Cashmere. Tying her luxuriant hair into a tight knot behind, and smoothing it down on each side of her face, and well back so as not to be obtrusive, she flung the old shawl over her head, induced a series of wrinkles to corrugate her fair brow; drew in her lips so as to conceal her teeth, and, by the same action, to give an aquiline turn to her nose; bowed her back, and, in short, converted herself into a little old woman!


  At court, Branwen had been celebrated for her powers of mimicry, and had been a source of great amusement to her companions in the use—sometimes the abuse—of these powers; but this was the first occasion on which she had thought of personating an old woman.


  Having thus metamorphosed herself, she looked eagerly round as if in search of a mirror. It need scarcely be said that glass had not been heard of by the natives of the Tin Islands or of Albion at that time, nevertheless, mirrors were not unknown. Espying in a corner, a great bronze shield, that might once have flashed terror at the siege of Troy—who knows—she set it up against the wall. It was oval in shape, and presented her face with such a wide expanse of cheeks, that she laughed lightly and turned it the other way. This arrangement gave her visage such lengthened astonishment of expression, that she laughed again, but was not ill pleased at her appearance on the whole.


  To make the illusion perfect, she sought and found an article of dress, of which the Albionic name has been forgotten, but which is known to modern women as a petticoat. It was reddish brown in colour, and, so far, in keeping with the grey old shawl.


  While she was busy tying on this garment, and otherwise completing her costume, almost quite forgetful in her amusement of the danger which had driven her to that strange place, she heard voices in the outer cave, and among them one which turned her cheeks pale, and banished every thought of fun out of her heart. It was the voice of Gunrig!


  That doughty warrior—after having partially regained the equanimity which he had sat down on the fallen tree to recover—arose, and returned to his apartment in the palace for the double purpose of feeding and meditation. Being a robust man, he did not feel much the worse for the events of the morning, and attacked a rib of roast beef with gusto. Hearing, with great surprise, that his late antagonist was no other than Bladud, the long-lost son of the king, he comforted himself with another rib of roast beef, and with the reflection that a prince, not less than a man-at-arms, is bound to fight a duel when required to do so. Having finished his meal, he quaffed a huge goblet of spring water, and went out to walk up and down with his hands behind his back.


  Doubtless, had he lived in modern days, he would have solaced himself with a glass of bitter and a pipe, but strong drink had not been discovered in those islands at the time, and smoking had not been invented. Yet it is generally believed, though we have no authentic record of the fact, that our ancestors got on pretty well without these comforts. We refrain, however, from dogmatising on the point, but it is our duty to state that Gunrig, at all events, got on swimmingly without them. It is also our duty to be just to opponents, and to admit that a pipe might possibly have soothed his wrath.


  Of course, on hearing of Branwen’s flight, the indignant king summoned his hunters at once, and, putting the enraged Gunrig himself at the head of them, sent him fuming into the woods in search of the runaway. They did not strike the trail at once, because of, as already explained, the innumerable footprints in the neighbourhood of the town.


  “We can’t be long of finding them now,” remarked the chief to the principal huntsman, as they passed the entrance to Beniah’s retreat.


  “It may be as well to run up and ask the old man who lives here if he has seen her,” replied the huntsman. “He is a man with sharp eyes for his years.”


  “As you will,” said Gunrig sternly, for his wrath had not yet been appreciably toned down by exercise.


  They found the Hebrew reading at his door.


  “Ho! Beniah, hast seen the girl Branwen pass this way to-day?” cried Gunrig as he came up.


  “I have not seen her pass,” replied the Hebrew, in a tone so mild that the angry chief suspected him.


  “She’s not in your hut, I suppose?” he added sharply.


  “The door is open, you may search it if you doubt me,” returned the Hebrew with a look of dignity, which he knew well how to assume.


  The chief entered at once, and, after glancing sharply round the outer room entered the kitchen. Here Beniah showed him the chimney, pointed out the yawning chasm below, and commented on the danger of falling into it in the dark.


  “And what is there beyond, Hebrew?” asked the chief.


  Beniah held up the lamp.


  “You see,” he said, “the rock against which my poor hut rests.”


  Then the old man referred to the advantages of the situation for supplying himself with food by hunting in the forest, as well as by cultivating the patch of garden beside the hut, until his visitor began to show signs of impatience, when he apologised for intruding his domestic affairs at such a time, and finally offered to join and aid the search party.


  “Aid us!” exclaimed Gunrig in contempt. “Surely we need no aid from you, when we have the king’s head-huntsman as our guide.”


  “That may be true, chief, nevertheless in the neighbourhood of my own hut I could guide you, if I chose, to secret and retired spots, which it would puzzle even the head-huntsman to find. But I will not thrust my services upon you.”


  “You are over-proud for your station,” returned the chief angrily, “and were it not for your years I would teach you to moderate your language and tone.”


  For a moment the eyes of the old man flashed, and his brows contracted, as he steadily returned the gaze of Gunrig. In his youth he had been a man of war, and, as we have said, his strength was not yet much abated by age, but years and deep thought had brought wisdom to some extent. With an evident effort he restrained himself, and made no reply. The chief, deeming his silence to be the result of fear, turned contemptuously away, and left the hut with his followers.


  During this colloquy, poor Branwen had stood in the dark passage, listening and trembling lest her hiding-place should be discovered. She was a strange compound of reckless courage and timidity—if such a compound be possible. Indignation at the man who had slighted her bosom friend Hafrydda, besides insulting herself, caused her to feel at times like a raging lion. The comparative weakness of her slight and graceful frame made her at other times feel like a helpless lamb. It was an exasperating condition! When she thought of Gunrig, she wished with all her heart and soul that she had been born a big brawny man. When she thought of Bladud, nothing could make her wish to be other than a woman!


  As she stood there listening, there occurred a slight desire to clear her throat, and she almost coughed. The feeling came upon her like a shock—what if she had let it out! But a sneeze! It was well known that sneezes came even to people the most healthy, and at moments the most inopportune, and well she knew from experience that to repress a sneeze would ensure an explosion fit to blow the little nose off her face. If a sneeze should come at that moment, she was lost!


  But a sneeze did not come. The olfactory nerves remained placid, until the visitors had departed. Then she retreated to the inner cave, drew the grey shawl over her head, and awaited the development of her plans.


  Presently she heard footsteps, and the voice of the Hebrew calling to her softly, but she took no notice. After a moment or two it sounded again, somewhat louder.


  Still no answer.


  Then Beniah shouted, with just a shade of anxiety, “Branwen!”


  Receiving no reply, he ran in much alarm for one of his spare planks; thrust it over the chasm; crossed, and next moment stood in the inner cave the very embodiment of astonished consternation, for Branwen was gone, and in her place stood a little old woman, with a bowed form, and a puckered-up mouth, gazing at him with half-closed but piercingly dark eyes!


  The Hebrew was almost destitute of superstition, and a man of great courage, but this proved too much for him. His eyes opened with amazement; so did his mouth, and he grew visibly pale.


  The tables were turned at this point. The man’s appearance proved too much for the girl. Her eyes opened wide, her brilliant teeth appeared, and, standing erect, she burst into a fit of merry laughter.


  “Child!” exclaimed Beniah, his usually grave mouth relaxing into a broad smile, which proved that his teeth were not less sound than his constitution, “you have shown to me that fear, or something marvellously like it, is capable of lurking within my old heart. What mean you by this?”


  “I mean that there is an idea come into my head which I shall carry out—if you will allow me. I had thought at first of staying with you as your grand-daughter or your niece, but then it came into my head that I could not live long here in such a character without some one who knew me seeing me and finding me out—though, let me tell you, it would not be easy to find me out, for I can change my look and voice so that none but those who know me well could discover me. Then the idea of being an old woman came into my head, and—you can speak to my success. There is nothing more natural than that you should have an old woman to take care of your house while you go on your travels; so I can stay till you go and see my father and tell him to send for me.”


  “Your father lives very far from here,” returned the Hebrew, with the lines of perplexity still resting on his brow.


  “That is true; but Beniah’s legs are long and his body is strong. He can soon let my father know of his daughter’s misfortune. You know that my father is a powerful chief, though his tribe is not so strong in numbers as the tribe of King Hudibras, or that—that fiend Gunrig. But his young men and my brothers are very brave.”


  “Well, let it be as you say, for the present, my child, and you may consider this cave your private chamber while you remain in my house. But let me advise you to keep close when I am absent, and do not be tempted to prove the strength of your disguise. It may not be as perfect as you think, and your voice may betray you.”


  Having agreed upon this temporary plan, the Hebrew departed to make preparations for a long journey, while Branwen busied herself in arranging the apartment in which, for some time at least, she hoped to remain in hiding.
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  Chapter Thirteen.


  Mother and Son.


  



  We need scarcely say that the search for Branwen proved fruitless. Gunrig and the hunters returned to town crestfallen at being unable to discover the trail of a girl, and the chief went off in undiminished wrath to his own home—which was distant about a day’s journey on foot from the capital of King Hudibras.


  Even in those savage times warriors were not above taking counsel, occasionally, with women. The king went to consult on the situation with the queen, the princess, and Bladud; while Gunrig sought advice and consolation from his mother. Of course neither of these men would for a moment have admitted that he needed advice. They only condescended to let their women-folk know what had occurred, and hear what they had to say!


  “Why, do you think, has the ungrateful child fled?” asked the king in some indignation.


  “I cannot imagine,” answered the queen. “We have all been so kind to her, and she was so fond of us and we of her. Besides, her visit was not half over, and her father would not be pleased if she were to return home so soon and so unexpectedly.”


  Of course Hafrydda knew the cause, but she maintained a discreet silence.


  “Return home!” echoed the king in contempt, “how can a little delicate thing like her return home through miles and miles of forest swarming with wild beasts and not a few wilder men? Impossible! My hunters must go out again, every day, till she is found. I will lead them myself since they seem to have lost the power of their craft.”


  “Is this ‘little delicate thing’ as beautiful as my sister describes her to be?” asked Bladud, somewhat amused by his father’s tone and manner.


  “Ay, that she is,” answered the king. “Beautiful enough to set not a few of my young men by the ears. Did you not see her on the platform at the games—or were you too much taken up with the scowling looks of Gunrig?”


  “I saw the figure of a young woman,” answered the prince, “but she kept a shawl so close round her head that I failed to see her face. As to Gunrig, I did not think it worth my while to mind him at all, so I saw not whether his looks were scowling or pleased.”


  “Ha! boy—he gave you some trouble, notwithstanding.”


  “He has gone away in anger at present, however, so we will let him be till he returns for another fight.”


  Gunrig, meanwhile, having reached his town or village, went straight to the hut in which his mother dwelt and laid his troubles before her. She was a calm, thoughtful woman, very unlike her passionate son.


  “It is a bad business,” she remarked, after the chief had described the situation to her, and was striding up and down the little room with his hands behind his back, “and will require much care in management, for King Hudibras, as you know, is very fierce when roused, and although he is somewhat afraid of you, he is like to be roused to anger when he comes to understand that you have jilted his daughter.”


  “But I have not jilted her,” said Gunrig, stopping abruptly in his walk, and looking down upon his parent. “That ass Bladud won her, and although he does turn out to be her brother, that does not interfere with his right to break off the engagement if so disposed. Besides, I do not want to wed the princess now. I have quite changed my mind.”


  “Why have you changed your mind, my son?”


  “Because I never cared for her much; and since I went to visit her father I have seen another girl who is far more beautiful; far more clever; more winning, in every way.”


  The woman looked sharply at the flushed countenance of her son.


  “You love her?” she asked.


  “Ay, that do I, as I never loved woman before, and, truly, as I think I never shall love again.”


  “Then you must get her to wife, my son, for there is no cure for love.”


  “Oh, yes, there is, mother,” was the light reply of the chief, as he recommenced to pace the floor. “Death is a pretty sure and sharp cure for love.”


  “Surely you would not kill yourself because of a girl?”


  Gunrig burst into a loud laugh, and said, “Nay, truly, but death may take the girl, or death may take me—for, as you know, there is plenty of fighting among the tribes, and my day will surely come, sooner or later. In either case love will be cured.”


  “Can you guess why this girl has fled?” asked the woman.


  Gunrig’s brows contracted, and a grim smile played on his lips as he replied, after a brief pause—


  “Well, I am not quite sure, mother. It may be that she is not too fond of me—which only shows her want of taste. But that can be cured when she finds out what a fine man I am! Anyhow, I will have her, if I should have to hunt the forest for a hundred moons, and fight all the tribes put together.”


  “And how do you propose to go about it, my son?”


  “That is the very thing I want you to tell me. If it were fighting that had to be done I would not trouble you—but this is a matter that goes beyond the wisdom of a plain warrior.”


  “Then, if you would gain your end, my son, I should advise you to send a message to King Hudibras by one of your most trusty men; and let the message be that you are deeply grieved at the loss of his daughter’s hand; that—”


  “But I’m nothing of the kind, mother, so that would not be true.”


  “What does it matter whether true or not, if the king only believes it to be true?”


  “I don’t quite agree, mother, with your notions about truth. To my mind a warrior should always be straightforward and say what he means.”


  “Then go, my son, and tell the king what you have just told me, and he will cut your head off,” replied the dame in a tone of sarcasm.


  “If I act on that advice, I will take my warriors with me and carry my sword in my hand, so that his head would stand as good a chance of falling as mine,” returned Gunrig with a laugh. “But go on with your advice, mother.”


  “Well, say that you feel in honour bound to give up all claim to his daughter’s hand, but that, as you want a wife very much to keep your house as your mother is getting too old, you will be content to take his visitor, Branwen, and will be glad to help in the search for her. Will you send that message?”


  “It may be that I will. In any case I’ll send something like it.”


  So saying the chief turned abruptly on his heel and left the room.
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  Chapter Fourteen.


  A Terrible Calamity.


  



  It may be imagined that the return home of Prince Bladud was the cause of much rejoicing in the whole district as well as in his father’s house. At first the king, being, as we have said, a very stern man, felt disposed to stand upon his dignity, and severely rebuke the son who had run away from home and remained away so long. But an undercurrent of tenderness, and pride in the youth’s grand appearance, and great prowess, induced him to give in with a good grace and extend to him unreserved forgiveness.


  As for the queen, she made no attempt to conceal her joy and pride, and the same may be said of the princess.


  There was instituted a series of fêtes and games in honour of the return of the prodigal, at which he was made—not unwillingly—to show the skill which he had acquired from practising with the competitors at the Olympic games, about which the islanders had heard from Phoenician traders from time to time, and great was the interest thus created, especially when he showed them, among other arts, how to use their fists in boxing, and their swords in guarding so as to enable them to dispense with a shield. But these festivities did not prevent him from taking an interest in the search that his father and the hunters were still making for Branwen.


  When many days had passed, however, and no word of her whereabouts was forthcoming, it was at last arranged that a message regarding her disappearance should be sent to her father’s tribe by a party of warriors who were to be led by the prince himself.


  “I will go gladly,” he said to his sister, a day or two before the party was to set out. “For your sake, Hafrydda, I will do my best to clear up the mystery; and I think it highly probable that I shall find the runaway safely lodged in her father’s house.”


  “I fear not,” returned Hafrydda, with a sad look. “It seems impossible that she could have made her way so far alone through the wild forests.”


  “But she may not have been alone. Friends may have helped her.”


  “She had no friends in the town, having been here but a short time,” objected the princess. “But do your best to find her, Bladud, for I feel quite sure that you will fall in love with her when you see her.”


  The youth laughed.


  “No fear of that,” he said, “many a pretty girl have I seen in the East; nevertheless I have, as you see, left them all without a thought of ever returning again.”


  “But I did not say you would fall in love with Branwen because she is pretty. I feel sure that you will, because she is sweet, and merry, and good—yet thoughtful—wonderfully thoughtful!”


  “Ay, and you may add,” said the queen, who came into the room just then, “that she is sometimes thoughtless and wonderfully full of mischief.”


  “Nay, mother, you are not just,” returned the princess. “Her mischief is only on the surface, her thoughtfulness lies deep down.”


  “Well, well, whatever may be the truth regarding her, I shall not trouble my head about her; for I have never yet felt what men call love, and I feel sure I never shall.”


  “I like to hear you say that, brother,” rejoined Hafrydda; “for I have noticed, young though I am, that when men say they will never fall in love or marry, they are always pretty near the point of doing one or both.”


  But poor Bladud was destined to do neither at that time, for an event was hanging over him, though he knew it not, which was to affect very seriously the whole of his after life.


  For several days previous to the above conversation, he had felt a sensation that was almost new to him—namely, that of being slightly ill. Whether it was the unwonted exertions consequent on his efforts at the games, or the excitement of the return home, we cannot say, but headache, accompanied by a slight degree of fever, had troubled him. Like most strong men in the circumstances, he adopted the Samsonian and useless method of “shaking it off”! He went down into the arena and performed feats of strength and agility that surprised even himself; but the fever which enabled him to do so, asserted itself at last, and finally compelled him to do what he should have done at first—pocket his pride and give in.


  Of course we do not suggest that giving in to little sensations of ailment is either wise or manly. There are duties which call on men to fight even in sickness—ay, in spite of sickness—but “showing off” in the arena was not one of these.


  Be this as it may, Bladud came at last to the condition of feeling weak—an incomprehensible state of feeling to him. He thereupon went straight home, and, flinging himself half petulantly on a couch, exclaimed—“Mother, I am ill!”


  “My son, I have seen that for many days past, and have waited with some anxiety till you should come to the point of admitting it.”


  “And now that I have admitted it,” returned the youth with a languid smile, “what is to be done?”


  The answer to that question was not the simple one of modern days, “Send for the doctor,” because no doctors worthy of the name existed. There was, indeed, a solemn-visaged, long-headed, elderly man among King Hudibras’ followers who was known as the medicine-man to the royal household, but his services were not often in request, because people were seldom ill, save when they were going to die, and when that time came it was generally thought best to let them die in peace. This medicine-man, though a quack in regard to physic, was, however, a true man, as far as his knowledge went in surgery—that is to say, he was expert at the setting of broken bones, when the fractures were not too compound; he could bandage ordinary wounds; he had even ventured into the realm of experimental surgery so far as to knock out a decayed back tooth with a bronze chisel and a big stone. But his knowledge of drugs was naturally slight, and his power of diagnosis feeble. Still, unworthy though he may be of the title, we will for convenience style him the doctor.


  “My poor boy,” said the queen, in answer to his question, and laying her hand on his hot brow, “I am so sorry that we cannot have the services of our doctor, for he is away hunting just now—you know he is very fond of the bow and line. Perhaps he may—”


  “Oh, never mind the doctor, mother,” said Bladud impatiently, with that slighting reference to the faculty which is but too characteristic of youth; “what do you think ought to be done? You were always doctor enough for me when I was little; you’ll do equally well now that I am big.”


  “Be not hasty, my son. You were always hot-headed and—”


  “I’m hot-headed now, at all events, and argument won’t tend to cool it. Do what you will with it, for I can stand this no longer. Cut it off if you like, mother, only use a sharp knife and be quick about it.”


  In those days, far more than in this our homeopathic era, it was the habit of the mothers of families to keep in store certain herbs and roots, etcetera, which, doubtless, contained the essences now held in modern globules. With these they contrived decoctions that were unquestionably more or less beneficial to patients when wisely applied. To the compounding of something of this sort the queen now addressed herself. After swallowing it, the prince fell asleep.


  This was so far well; but in the morning he was still so far from well, that the visit to Branwen’s father had to be postponed. Several days elapsed before the doctor returned from his hunting expedition. By that time the fever had left the prince. He began to get somewhat better, and to go about, but still felt very unlike his old self. During this what we may style semi-convalescent period, Captain Arkal and little Maikar proved of great use and comfort to him, for they not only brought him information about the games—which were still kept up—but cheered him with gossipy news of the town in general, and with interesting reminiscences of their late voyage and the Eastern lands they had so recently left.


  One day these faithful friends, as well as the queen and princess, were sitting by Bladud’s couch—to which unaccountable fits of laziness confined him a good deal—when the medicine-man was announced.


  He proceeded at once to examine the patient, while the others stood aside and looked on with that profound respect which ignorance sometimes, though not always, assumes in the presence of knowledge.


  The doctor laid his hand on Bladud’s brow, and looked earnestly into his eyes. Then he tapped his back and chest, as if to induce some one in his interior to open a door and let him in—very much as doctors do now-a-days. Then he made him remove his upper garments, and examined his broad and brawny shoulders. A mark, or spot, of a whitish appearance between the left shoulder and the elbow, at once riveted his attention, and caused an almost startled expression on his grave countenance. But the expression was momentary. It passed away and left the visage grave and thoughtful—if possible, more thoughtful than before.


  “That will do,” he said, turning to the queen. “Your treatment was the best that could have been applied. I must now see his father, the king.”


  “Alone?” asked the queen.


  “Alone,” replied the doctor.


  “Well, what think ye of Bladud?” asked the king, when his physician entered his chamber, and carefully shut the door.


  “He is smitten with a fatal disease,” said the doctor in a low, earnest voice.


  “Not absolutely fatal?” cried the king, with sudden anxiety.


  “As far as I know it is so. There is no cure that I ever heard of. Bladud is smitten with leprosy. It may be years before it kills him, but it will surely do so at last.”


  “Impossible—impossible!” cried the king, becoming fierce and unbelieving in his horror. “You are too confident, my medicine-man. You may, you must, be mistaken. There is a cure for everything!”


  “Not for leprosy,” returned the doctor, with sad but firm emphasis. “At least I never heard of a cure being effected, except by some of the Eastern wise men.”


  “Then, by all the gods that protect our race and family, my son shall return to the East and one of these wise men shall cure him—else—else— Have ye told the queen?”


  “Not yet.”


  “That is well. I will myself tell her. Go!” This summary dismissal was nothing new to the doctor, who understood the king well, and sympathised with his obvious distress. Pausing at the door, however, he said—


  “I have often talked with Phoenician captains about this disease, and they tell me that it is terribly infectious, insomuch that those who are smitten with it are compelled to live apart and keep away from men. If Bladud remains here the disease will surely spread through the house, and thence through the town.”


  Poor Hudibras fell into a chair, and covered his face with both hands, while the doctor quietly retired.


  It is impossible to describe the consternation that ensued when the terrible fact was made known. Of course the news spread into the town, and the alarm became general, for at various times the Phoenician mariners had entertained the islanders with graphic descriptions of the horrors connected with this loathsome disease, and it soon became evident, that even if the king and his family were willing to run the risk of infection by keeping Bladud near them, his people and warriors would insist on the banishment of the smitten man.


  To Bladud himself the blow was almost overwhelming—almost, but not quite, for the youth was possessed of that unselfish, self-sacrificing spirit which, in all ages of the world’s history, has bid defiance to misfortune, by bowing the head in humble submission to the will of God. He knew well the nature of the dread disease by which he had been attacked, and he shuddered at the thought that, however long he might be spared to live, it would sap his strength, disfigure his person, and ultimately render his face hideous to look upon, while a life of absolute solitude must from that day forward be his portion. No wonder that in the first rush of his dismay, he entertained a wild thought of putting an end to his own existence. There was only one gleam of comfort to him, and that was, the recollection that he had caught the disease in a good cause—in the rescue of a poor old woman from destruction. The comfort of the thought was not indeed great, still it was something in the awful desolation that overwhelmed him at the time.


  While travelling in the East, a short time previous to setting sail for home, he had come across an old woman who was being chased by a wild bull. Her flight would have been short-lived in any case, for there chanced to be a steep precipice not far from her, towards which she ran in her terror and scrambled hastily down until she reached a spot where she could go no further without losing her foothold. To the rock she clung and screamed in her despair.


  It was her screams that first attracted Bladud’s attention. Rushing forward, he was just in time to see the bull—which could not check its mad career—plunge over the cliff, at the bottom of which it was killed by the fall.


  Bladud at once began to descend to the help of the poor woman. As he did so, the words “unclean! unclean!” met his ear. The woman was a leper, and, even in her dire extremity, the force of habit caused her to give the usual warning which the Eastern law requires. A shudder passed through the prince’s frame, for he knew well the meaning of the cry—but as he looked down and saw the disfigured face and the appealing eyes turned towards him, a gush of intense pity, and of that disregard of self which is more or less characteristic of all noble natures, induced him to continue his descent until he reached the poor creature. Grasping her tightly round the waist, he assisted her up the perilous ascent, and finally placed her in safety at the top of the cliff.


  For a time Bladud felt some anxiety as to the result of the risk he had run, but did not mention his adventure to any one. Gradually the fear wore off, and at length that feeling of invulnerability which is so strong in youth, induced him to dismiss the subject from his thoughts altogether. He had quite forgotten it until the doctor’s statement fell upon him with the stunning violence of a thunder-clap.


  It is usually when deep sorrows and great difficulties are sent to them, that men and women find out the quality of their natures. Despair, followed by listless apathy, might well have seized on one who, a few days before, possessed all the advantages of great physical strength and manly beauty, with what appeared to be sound health and a bright life before him. But, instead of giving way, he silently braced himself for a lifelong conflict. He did not turn, in his extremity, to the gods of his fathers—whatever these might be—for he did not believe in them, but he did believe in one good supreme Being. To Him he raised his heart, offered an unspoken prayer, and felt comforted as well as strengthened in the act.


  Then, being a man of prompt action, he thoughtfully but quickly formed his plans, having previously made fast his door—for well he knew that although his strong-minded father might keep him at arm’s-length, his loving mother and sister would not only come to talk with him, but would, despite all risks, insist on embracing him.


  That he was not far wrong was proved the same evening, for when the king revealed the terrible news to his wife and daughter, they went straight to Bladud’s door and knocked for admission.


  “Who goes there?” demanded the prince.


  “Your mother. Let me in, Bladud.”


  “I may not do so just now, dear mother. Tomorrow you shall know all. Rest content. I feel better.”


  In the dead of night Bladud went out softly and sought the hut where Captain Arkal and Maikar slept. He found them conversing in great sorrow about the terrible calamity that had overtaken their friend when he entered. They started up in surprise to receive him.


  “Keep off,” he said, shrinking back. “Touch me not! I know not whether the disease may not be catching even at its present stage. Sit down. I will stand here and tell you what I want you to tell my mother in the morning.”


  The two men silently obeyed, and the prince continued.


  “I am on the point of leaving home—it may be for ever. The Disposer of all things knows that. The disease, as you know, is thought to be incurable. If so, I shall die where no one shall find me. If health returns I shall come back. It will be of no use to search for me; but I think that will not be attempted. Indeed, I know that my father would be compelled to banish me if I wished to remain at home. It is partly to spare him the pain of doing so that I banish myself of my own accord; and partly to avoid leaving infection behind me that I go without farewell. Let my dear mother and sister understand this clearly—and—comfort them if you can.”


  “But where will you go to and what will you do?” asked the captain anxiously.


  “That I do not yet know. The forests are wide. There is plenty of room for man and beast. This only will I reveal to you. To-night I shall call at the hut of Beniah the Hebrew. He is a wise man and will advise me. If I send news of myself it shall be through him. But tell not this to any one. It would only bring trouble on the old man. Farewell, my comrades. I will remember you as brothers—always. May the All-powerful One watch over us.”


  Unable to restrain himself, little Maikar sprang up with the obvious intention of rushing at his friend and seizing his hand, but the prince stepped back, shut the door against him, and, in another moment, was gone.
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  Chapter Fifteen.


  An Eavesdropper in the Cave.


  



  An hour later Beniah the Hebrew, who had been obliged to postpone for a time his journey to the North, was startled by hearing footsteps approaching his hut in the dell. It was so unusual an event at that hour of the night, that he arose quickly and grasped the six-foot staff which was his only weapon.


  At a much earlier hour Branwen had retired to rest in the inner cave, and was buried in that profound sleep which proverbially accompanies innocence and youth. The noise in the outer cave partially aroused her, but, turning on her other side with a profound sigh, she prepared for a little more of the perquisites of innocence and youth. Presently she was startled into a condition of absolute wide-awakeness by the sound of a well-known voice, but it suddenly changed into that of the Hebrew.


  “I’ve dreamt it, I suppose,” she muttered, in a tone of regret; nevertheless, she listened.


  “Come in,” said Beniah, evidently to some one outside of his door.


  “I may not enter—I am a leper,” answered the first voice; and Branwen sat up, with her great beautiful eyes opened to the utmost, and listening intently, though she could not make out clearly what was said.


  “It matters not; I have no fear. Come in. What! Prince Bladud!” exclaimed Beniah in astonishment as our hero entered.


  “Even so. But how is it that you know me?”


  “I saw you once, and, once seen, you are not easily forgotten. But what mean ye about being a leper?”


  “Keep at a safe distance, and I will tell you.”


  Hereupon the prince began to give the old man an account of his illness; the opinion expressed by the doctor as to its nature; and the determination he had formed of forsaking home, and retiring to the solitude of some unfrequented part of the forest for the remainder of his life.


  It would have been a sight worth looking at—had there been light to see it—the vision of Branwen, as she stood in the passage in partial deshabille, with her eyes wide, her lips parted, her heart beating, and a wealth of auburn hair curling down her back, listening, as it were, with every power of her soul and body. But she could not hear distinctly. Only a disconnected word reached her now and then. In a state of desperate curiosity she returned to her cave.


  A few minutes later a noise was heard by the two men in the outer cave; and a little old woman in a grey shawl was seen to thrust a plank over the chasm and totter across towards them.


  Poor Beniah was horrified. He did not know what to do or say. Happily he was one of those men whose feelings are never betrayed by their faces.


  The old woman hobbled forward and sat down on a stool close to them. Looking up in their faces, she smiled and nodded.


  In doing so she revealed the fact that, besides having contorted her face into an unrecognisable shape, she had soiled it in several places with streaks of charcoal and earth.


  “Who is this?” asked Bladud in surprise. Before the old man could reply, the old woman put her hand to her ear, and, looking up in the prince’s face, shouted, in tones that were so unlike to her own natural voice that Beniah could scarce believe his ears—


  “What say you, young man? Speak out; I’m very deaf.”


  With a benignant smile Bladud said that he had merely asked who she was.


  “Haven’t you got eyes, young man? Don’t you see that I’m a little old woman?”


  “I see that,” returned the prince, with a good-humoured laugh; “and I fear you’re a deaf old woman, too.”


  “Eh?” she said, advancing her head, with her hand up at the ear.


  “You seem indeed to be extremely deaf,” shouted the prince.


  “What does he say?” demanded the old woman, turning to the Hebrew.


  By this time Beniah had recovered his self-possession. Perceiving that the maiden was bent on carrying out her rôle, and that he might as well help her, he put his mouth close to her ear, and shouted in a voice that bid fair to render her absolutely deaf—


  “He says he thinks you are extremely deaf; so I think you had better hold your tongue and let us go on with our conversation.”


  “Deaf, indeed!” returned the woman in a querulous tone; “so I am, though I hear you well enough when you shout like that. Perhaps he’ll be as deaf as I am when he’s as old. There’s nothing like youth for pride and impudence. But go on, never mind me.”


  “She’s a poor creature who has sought refuge with me from her persecutors,” said Beniah, turning to the prince, while the old woman fell to crooning a wild song in a low voice, accompanying the music—if such it may be called—by a swaying motion of her body to and fro.


  Seeing that she meant to sit there, and that she apparently heard nothing, Bladud resumed the conversation where it had been interrupted.


  “Now, as I was saying, you know the country in all directions, and can tell me of the most likely part where I can find what I want—a solitude where I shall be able to escape from the face of man, and build a hut to live in till I die. It may be long, it may be short, before death relieves me. Meanwhile, I can hunt and provide myself with food till the time comes.”


  The crooning of the old woman stopped at this point, and she sank her face on her hands as if she had fallen asleep.


  “I know of a man—a hunter,” said Beniah, “a wild sort of being, who lives a long way from here, in a beautiful part of the land, where there is a wonderful swamp with a hot spring in the midst of it. Besides hunting, the man who lives there cultivates the ground a little, and keeps a few cattle and pigs. It may be that he can put you in the way of finding what you want; and you need not tell him about your disease, for you are not yet sure about it. Thus you will have an opportunity of keeping out of the way of men until you find out whether the doctor is right about it. He may be wrong, you know. Diseases sometimes resemble each other without being the same.”


  Bladud shook his head.


  “There can be no doubt that I am doomed,” he said. “I know the disease too well.”


  The Hebrew also believed that, if the doctor was right in his opinion, there was no hope for the youth. Being unwilling, however, to dwell upon this point, he asked—


  “How did you come by it?”


  “Very simply,” answered the prince, who thereupon entered into a graphic account of the incident which we have already recorded. Having done so, he made up his mind, after some further talk, to pay a visit to the hunter who dwelt in the region of the Hot Swamp.


  “But you will not surely go without arms?” said Beniah.


  “Why not? If I am doomed to die at any rate, why should I take the life of any man to save my own?”


  “Let me at least give you a bow and a sheaf of arrows. You cannot procure food without these.”


  “Well, you are right. I will accept your kind offer. To say truth, my heart was so crushed at first by this blow, that such matters did not occur to me when I left; for it is terrible to think of having to die of a slow disease without father, mother, or sister to comfort one!”


  “It is indeed, my son,” returned Beniah with much feeling. “If you will accept it, I can give you a word of comfort.”


  “Give it me,” said Bladud; “for I need it much,—if it be but true.”


  “It is true,” returned the Hebrew earnestly; “for in one of the books of our holy men who spoke for the All-Father, it is written, ‘When my father and my mother forsake me, then the Lord will take me up.’”


  “It is a good word,” returned the prince; “and I can well believe it comes from the All-Father, for is He not also All-Good? Yet I can scarcely claim it as mine, for my father and mother have not forsaken me, but I them.”


  A few minutes more, and Bladud rose to depart. He took the bow and arrows in his left hand, and, totally forgetting for the moment the duty of keeping himself aloof from his fellow-men, he shook hands warmly with Beniah, patted the old woman kindly on the shoulder, and went out into the dark night.


  The moment he was gone Branwen started up with flashing eyes that were still bedewed with tears, and seized the old man’s hand.


  “Child,” he said, “thou hast been weeping.”


  “Who could listen to his telling of that old woman’s escape from the bull and the precipice without tears?” she replied. “But tell me, what is this terrible disease that has smitten the prince?”


  “It is one well known and much dreaded in the East—called leprosy.”


  Here the Hebrew went into a painfully graphic account of the disease; the frightful disfigurement it caused, and its almost, if not quite, certain termination in death.


  “And have the queen and Hudibras actually let him go away to die alone?” she exclaimed.


  “Not so, my child. Before you interrupted us he told me that he had left home by stealth on purpose. But, Branwen,” continued the old man with some severity, “how could you run such a risk of being discovered?”


  “I ran no risk,” she replied, with a laugh.


  “Besides, it was not fair to pretend to be deaf and thus obtain all his secrets.”


  “I don’t care whether it was fair or not,” replied the girl with a wilful shake of her head. “And was it fair of you to back me up as you did?”


  “Your rebuke is just, yet it savours of ingratitude. I should not have done so, but I was completely taken aback. Do you know that your face is dirty?”


  “I know it. I made it so on purpose. Now tell me—when are you going away to tell my father and brothers about me?”


  “I shall probably start to-morrow. But many days must pass before I can bring them here, for, as you know, their town is a long way off. But, child, you do not seem to reflect that you have betrayed me.”


  “How?” asked Branwen, wonderingly.


  “Did you not thrust out the plank and cross over before the very eyes of Bladud?”


  Branwen pursed her lips into the form of an O and opened her eyes wide.


  “I never thought of that!” she said. “But after all it does not matter, for the prince took no notice of the plank, and he is not the man to go and betray secrets!”


  The Hebrew laughed, patted the girl on the head and sent her off to rest. Then he busied himself in making preparation for his too long-delayed journey.


  Next morning, before daybreak, he set off, leaving Branwen in charge of the hut, with strict orders to keep well out of sight. If any one should come to it she was to retreat to the inner cavern and withdraw the bridge.


  “They may do as seemeth to them good in the outer hut. There is nothing there worth stealing, and they are welcome to make themselves at home.”


  The Hebrew went on his mission; arrived in due time at his journey’s end; reported Branwen’s dilemma; guided a party of stout warriors under her father Gadarn, and led them to his hut in the dell in the dead of a dark night, for it was no part of the programme to abduct the girl by main force, unless peaceful or stealthy measures should prove unsuccessful. When, however, he reached the dell and entered his dwelling, he found that the bird had flown! Every nook and cranny of the place was carefully searched; but, to the consternation of the Hebrew, and the wrath of Gadarn and his men, not a vestige of Branwen was to be found.
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  Chapter Sixteen.


  Adventures in the Forests.


  



  Poor Branwen! it was an unfortunate day for her when, in her youthful ignorance and recklessness, she took to the wild woods, resolved to follow Bladud to his destination and secretly wait there and watch over him like a guardian angel, as it were, until the terrible disease should lay him on his deathbed, when she would reveal herself and nurse him to the end!


  Let not the reader suppose there was any lack of maiden modesty in this resolve. It must be borne in mind that Branwen was little more than a child in experience; that she was of an age at which the world, with all its affairs, is enveloped in a halo of romance; that her soul had been deeply stirred by the story of the rescue of the leprous old woman, and her pity powerfully aroused by the calm, though hopeless, tones of the doomed man when he spoke of his blighted prospects. Rather than leave him to die in absolute solitude she would sacrifice everything, and, in spite of infection and disfigurement, and the horrible nature of a disease which eats away the features before it kills, she would soothe his dying hours. Besides this, it must be remembered that our ancestors’ notions of propriety were somewhat different from ours, and—well, it was about eight hundred years B.C!


  Whether love was a factor in her resolve we cannot say, but we are firmly convinced that, if it were, she was ignorant of the fact.


  It is, however, one thing to resolve—quite another thing to carry resolution into effect. Branwen had, in an incidental way, obtained from her protector, Beniah, information as to the direction in which the hunter of the Hot Swamp lived, and the distance to his dwelling; but when she actually found herself in the forest, with nothing to guide her save the position of the sun—and, on cloudy days not even that—she began to realise somewhat of the difficulties that attended her enterprise, and when, on the first night, she crouched among the forked branches of an old oak, and heard the cries of wolves and other wild creatures, and even saw them prowling about by the light of the moon as it flickered through the foliage, she began to appreciate the dangers.


  She had not, indeed, been so foolish as to set out on her expedition without a certain amount of forethought—what she deemed careful and wise consideration. She knew that by noting the position of the sun when at its highest point in the sky she could follow pretty closely the direction which Beniah had pointed out to her. She was quite aware that food was absolutely necessary to life, and had packed up a large bundle of dried meat, and also provided herself with one of her host’s bows and a sheaf of arrows. Besides this, she knew, like every girl of the period, how to snare rabbits, and was even expert in throwing stones, so that, if it should come to the worst, she could manage to subsist on little birds. As to sleeping at night, she had been accustomed, as a little girl, to climb trees, which faculty had not yet departed from her, and she knew well that among the branches of many kinds of trees there were cosy resting-places where neither man nor beast would be likely to discover her. She had also some idea of what it is to follow a trail, for she had often heard the king’s chief hunter refer to the process. As it was certain that Bladud, being an enormously big man, would leave a very obvious trail behind him, she would follow that—of course keeping well in the rear, so that he might never dream of her existence or intentions until the fatal time arrived when she should have to appear like a guardian angel and nurse him till he died.


  Poor Branwen felt dreadfully depressed when she thought of this termination, and was quite unlike her gay reckless self for a time; but a vague feeling of unbelief in such a catastrophe, and a determination to hope against hope kept her from giving way to absolute despair, and nerved her to vigorous exertion.


  It was in this state of mind that she had set the Hebrew’s house in order; carried everything of value to the inner cave; removed the plank bridge; closed the outer door, and had taken her departure.


  As already said, she concealed herself among the branches of an old oak the first night, and, although somewhat alarmed by the cries of wild animals, as well as by the appalling solitude and darkness around, she managed to make a fair supper of the dried meat. Then,—she could not tell when,—she fell into a profound slumber, which was not broken until the sun had risen high, and the birds were whistling gaily among the branches—some of them gazing at her in mute surprise, as if they had discovered some new species of gigantic acorn.


  She arose with alacrity, her face flushed with abounding health, and her eyes dancing with a gush of youthful hope. But memory stepped in, and the thought of her sad mission caused a sudden collapse. The collapse, however, did not last long. Her eyes chanced to fall on the bundle of dried meat. Appetite immediately supervened. Falling-to, she made a hearty breakfast, and then, looking cautiously round to see that no danger was near, she slipped down from her perch, took up the bow and quiver and bundle of food, threw her blanket, or striped piece of Phoenician cloth, over her shoulder, and resumed her journey.


  It was soon after this that Branwen found out the misfortune of ignorance and want of experience. Ere long she began to feel the cravings of thirst, and discovered that she had forgotten to take with her a bottle, or any other sort of receptacle for water. About noon her thirst became so great that she half repented having undertaken the mission. Then it became so intolerable that she felt inclined to sit down and cry. But such an act was so foreign to her nature that she felt ashamed; pursed her lips; contracted her brows; grasped her bow and strode bravely on.


  She was rewarded. The tinkling of water broke upon her senses like celestial music. Running forward she came to a little spring, at which she fell on her knees, put her lips to the pool, and drank with thankfulness in her heart. Arising refreshed, she glanced upward, and observed a bird of the pheasant species gazing fixedly down.


  “How fortunate!” exclaimed the maiden, fitting an arrow to her bow.


  It was not fortunate for the pheasant, evidently, whatever Branwen may have meant, for next moment the bird fell dead—transfixed with an arrow.


  Being high noon by that time, the demands of nature made our huntress think of a mid-day meal. And now it was that she became aware of another omission—the result, partly, of inexperience. Having plucked and cleaned the bird, she prepared to roast it, when a sudden indescribable gaze overspread her pretty face. For a moment she stood as if petrified. Then she suddenly laughed, but the laugh was not gleeful, for it is trying to human nature to possess a good appetite and a good dinner without the means of cooking! She had forgotten to take with her materials for producing fire. She knew, indeed, that sticks and friction and fungus were the things required, but she knew not what sort of sticks, or where to find the right kind of fungus, or tinder. Moreover, she had never tried her hand at such work before, and knew not how to begin.


  Laying the bird on a bank, therefore, she dined off the dried meat—not, however, so heartily as before, owing to certain vague thoughts about supply and demand—the rudimentary ideas of what now forms part of the science of Political Economy. The first fittings of a careworn expression across her smooth brow, showed, at all events, that domestic economy had begun to trouble her spirit.


  “For,” she thought to herself, “the dried meat won’t last long, and I can’t eat raw things—disgusting!—and I’ve a long, long way to go.”


  Even at this early period of her mission, her character was beginning to develop a little and to strengthen.


  For several days she continued her journey through the great solitudes lying to the north-west of King Hudibras’ town, keeping carefully out of the way of open places, lest wandering hunters should find her, and sleeping in the forked branches of trees at night. Of course the necessity of thus keeping to the dense woods, and making her way through thorny thickets, rendered her journey very fatiguing; but Branwen was unusually strong and healthy, though the grace of her slender frame gave her a rather fragile appearance, and she did not find herself exhausted even at the end of a long day’s march; while her dressed-deerskin skirt and leggings bid defiance to thorns. So did the rude but serviceable shoes which her friend Beniah had constructed for her out of raw hide.


  One thing that troubled the poor girl much was the fact that she had not yet discovered the trail of Bladud. In reality, she had crossed it more than once, but, not being possessed of the keen eye of the hunter, she had not observed it, until she came to a muddy swamp, on the edge of which there was an unmistakable track—a trail which a semi-blind man could hardly have missed. Stopping for a few minutes to take particular note of it, she afterwards went on with renewed hope and energy.


  But this state of things did not last, for the trail became to her indistinguishable the moment the swamp was passed, and at last, during a very dark wet day, she lost herself as well as the trail. At evening of the same day she climbed into a tree. Opening out her bundle of dried meat, she began to eat and bemoan her fate. Tears were in her eyes, and there was a slight tendency to sob in her voice, as she muttered to herself—


  “I—I wouldn’t mind being lost so much, if I only knew what to do or where to go. And this meat won’t hold out another week at the rate I’ve been eating. But I could hardly help it—I have been so hungry. Indeed, I’m hungry now, but I must not eat so much. Let me see. I shall divide it into two parts. That will last me twelve days or so, by which time I should be there—if I’m still going in the right direction. And now, divide the half into six—there—each of these will do for— Oh! but I forgot, that’s only enough for breakfast. It will need two portions for each day, as it will be impossible to do without supper. I must just eat half of to-night’s portion, and see how it feels.”


  With this complicated end in view, she dried her eyes and began supper, and when she had finished it she seemed to “see” that it didn’t “feel” enough, for, after much earnest consideration, she quietly began to eat the second portion, and consumed it.


  She was putting away the remnants, and feeling altogether in a more satisfactory state of mind, when her eyes fell upon an object which caused her heart to bound with alarm, and drove all the colour from her cheeks.


  At the foot of the tree, looking up at her in blank amazement—open-eyed and mouthed—stood a man; a big, rough-looking man, in hairy garments and with a hairy face, which was topped by a head of hair that rendered a cap needless. He stood with his feet apart and an arrow across his bow, like one who sees a lovely bird which he is about to bring down.


  “Oh! don’t shoot!” she cried, becoming suddenly and alarmingly aware of the action—“don’t shoot! It’s me! I—I’m a girl—not a beast!”


  To make quite sure that the man understood her, Branwen jumped to the ground quickly and stood before him.


  Recovering himself, the man lowered his bow and said something in a dialect so uncouth, that the poor girl did not understand him. Indeed, she perceived, to her horror, that he was half-witted, and could articulate with difficulty.


  “I don’t know what you say, good man, but I am lost in this forest, and belong to King Hudibras’ town. I am on my way to visit the hunter of the Hot Swamp, and I would think it so very, very kind if you would guide me to his hut.”


  The idiot—for such he was—evidently understood the maiden, though she did not understand him, for he threw back his head, and gave vent to a prolonged gurgling laugh.


  Branwen felt that her only chance was to put a bold face on matters. She, therefore, by a violent effort, subdued her emotion and continued.


  “You know King Hudibras?”


  The man nodded and grinned.


  “Then I am quite sure that if you behave well, and show me the way to the Hot Swamp, he will reward you in a way that will make your heart dance with joy. Come, guide me. We have a good deal of the day still before us.”


  Thus speaking, she put her hand quietly within that of the idiot, and in a voice of authority said—“lead on!”


  Regarding the girl with a look of mute surprise, the man obeyed, but, instead of leading her to the region named, he conducted her over a neighbouring ridge, into what appeared to her to be a robber’s den. There was nothing for it now but to carry out the rôle which she had laid down. The desperate nature of the case seemed to strengthen her to play her part, for, as she was led into the circle of light caused by a camp-fire, round which a band of wild-looking men were standing, a spirit of calm determination seemed to take possession of her soul.


  “What strange sort of animal is this you have caught, lad?” demanded one of the band.


  Before an answer could be given, a tall, fierce-looking woman came out of a booth, or temporary hut, close to the camp-fire, pushed her way through the crowd of men, who fell back respectfully, and, going up to Branwen, grasped her by the wrist.


  “Never ye mind what animal she is,” cried the woman, shaking her fist at the man who had spoken, “she is my property.” Then, turning to her captive as she led her into the hut, she said:


  “Don’t be afraid, my dear. Black-hearted though some of them are, not one will dare to touch you as long as you are under my protection.”
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  Chapter Seventeen.


  Branwen in Imminent Danger.


  



  It is a wonderful, but at the same time, we think, a universal and important fact, that love permeates the universe. Even a female snail, if we could only put the question, would undoubtedly admit that it loves its little ones.


  At least we have the strongest presumption from analogy that the idea is correct, for do we not find lions and tigers, apes and gorillas, engaged in lovingly licking—we don’t mean whipping—and otherwise fondling their offspring? Even in Hades we find the lost rich man praying for the deliverance of his brethren from torment, and that, surely, was love in the form of pity. At all events, whatever name we may give it, there can be no doubt it was unselfish. And even selfishness is love misapplied.


  Yes, let us be thankful that in one form or another love permeates the universe, and there is no place, however unfavourable, and no person, however unlikely, that can altogether escape from its benign influence.


  We have been led to these reflections by the contemplation of that rugged, hard-featured, square-shouldered, angry old woman who so opportunely took Branwen under her protection.


  Why she did so was a complete mystery to the poor girl, for the woman seemed to have no amiable traits of character about her, and she spoke so harshly to every one—even to her timid captive—that Branwen could not help suspecting she was actuated by some sinister motive in protecting her.


  And Branwen was right. She had indeed a sinister end in view—but love was at the bottom even of that. The woman, whose name was Ortrud, had a son who was to the full as ugly and unamiable as herself, and she loved that son, although he treated her shamefully, abused her, and sometimes even threatened to beat her. To do him justice, he never carried the threat into execution. And, strange to say, this unamiable blackguard also loved his mother—not very demonstratively, it is true, except in the abusive manner above mentioned.


  This rugged creature had a strong objection to the wild, lawless life her son was leading, for instead of sticking to the tribe to which he belonged, and pillaging, fighting with, and generally maltreating every other tribe that was not at peace with his, this mistaken young man had associated himself with a band of like-minded desperadoes—who made him their chief—and took to pillaging the members of every tribe that misfortune cast in his way. Now, it occurred to Ortrud that the best way to wean her son from his evil ways would be to get him married to some gentle, pretty, affectionate girl, whose influence would be exerted in favour of universal peace instead of war, and the moment she set eyes on Branwen, she became convinced that her ambition was on the point of attainment. Hence her unexpected and sudden display of interest in the fair captive, whom she meant to guard till the return of her son from a special marauding expedition, in which he was engaged at the time with a few picked men.


  Whatever opinion the reader may have by this time formed of Branwen, we wish it to be understood that she had “a way with her” of insinuating herself into the good graces of all sorts and conditions of men—including women and children. She was particularly successful with people of disagreeable and hardened character. It is not possible to explain why, but, such being the case, it is not surprising that she soon wormed herself into the confidence of the old woman, to such an extent, that the latter was ere long tempted to make her more or less of a confidant.


  One day, about a week after the arrival of our heroine in the camp, old Ortrud asked her how she would like to live always in the green woods. The look of uncertainty with which she put the question convinced the captive that it was a leading one.


  “I should like it well,” she replied, “if I had pleasant company to live with.”


  “Of course, of course, my dear, you would need that—and what company could be more pleasant than that of a good stout man who could keep you in meat and skins and firewood?”


  Any one with a quarter of Branwen’s intelligence would have guessed at once that the woman referred to her absent son, about whose good qualities she had been descanting at various times for several days past. The poor girl shuddered as the light broke in on her, and a feeling of dismay at her helpless condition, and being entirely in the power of these savages, almost overcame her, but her power of self-restraint did not fail her. She laughed, blushed in spite of herself, and said she was too young to look at the matter in that light!


  “Not a bit; not a bit!” rejoined Ortrud. “I was younger than you when my husband ran away with me.”


  “Ran away with you, Ortrud?” cried Branwen, laughing outright.


  “Ay; I was better-looking then than I am now, and not nigh so heavy. He wouldn’t find it so easy,” said the woman, with a sarcastic snort, “to run away with me now.”


  “No, and he wouldn’t be so much inclined to do so, I should think,” thought Branwen, but she had the sense not to say so.


  “That’s a very, very nice hunting shirt you are making,” remarked Branwen, anxious to change the subject.


  The woman was pleased with the compliment. She was making a coat at the time, of a dressed deer-skin, using a fish-bone needle, with a sinew for a thread.


  “Yes, it is a pretty one,” she replied. “I’m making it for my younger son, who is away with his brother, though he’s only a boy yet.”


  “Do you expect him back soon?” asked the captive, with a recurrence of the sinking heart.


  “In a few days, I hope. Yes, you are right, my dear; the coat is a pretty one, and he is a pretty lad that shall wear it—not very handsome in the face, to be sure; but what does that matter so long as he’s stout and strong and kind? I am sure his elder brother, Addedomar, will be kind to you though he is a bit rough to me sometimes.”


  Poor Branwen felt inclined to die on the spot at this cool assumption that she was to become a bandit’s wife; but she succeeded in repressing all appearance of feeling as she rose, and, stretching up her arms, gave vent to a careless yawn.


  “I must go and have a ramble now,” she said. “I’m tired of sitting so long.”


  “Don’t be long, my dear,” cried the old woman, as the captive left the hut, “for the ribs must be nigh roasted by this time.”


  Branwen walked quickly till she gained the thick woods; then she ran, and, finally sitting down on a bank, burst into a passion of tears. But it was not her nature to remain in a state of inactive woe. Having partially relieved her feelings she dried her tears and began to think. Her thinking was seldom or never barren of results. To escape somehow, anyhow, everyhow, was so urgent that she felt it to be essential to the very existence of the universe—her universe at least—that she should lift herself out of the Impossible into the Stick-at-nothing. The thing must be done—by miracle if not otherwise.


  And she succeeded—not by miracle but by natural means—as the reader shall find out all in good time.
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  Chapter Eighteen.


  The Prince Undertakes Strange Work.


  



  When Prince Bladud entered upon what he really believed would be his last journey, he naturally encountered very different experiences, being neither so ignorant, so helpless, nor so improvident as his helpless follower.


  After a good many days of unflagging perseverance, therefore, he reached the neighbourhood of the Hot Swamp, in good spirits and in much better health than when he set out. He was, indeed, almost restored to his usual vigour of body, for the fever by which he had been greatly weakened had passed away, and the constant walking and sleeping in fresh air had proved extremely beneficial. We know not for certain whether the leprosy by which he had been attacked was identical in all respects with the fatal disease known in the East, or whether it was something akin to it, or the same in a modified form. The only light which is thrown by our meagre records on this point is that it began with fever and then, after a period of what seemed convalescence, or inaction, it continued to progress slowly but surely. Of course the manner in which it had been caught was more than presumptive evidence that it was at least of the nature of the fatal plague of the East.


  Although his immunity from present suffering tended naturally to raise the spirits of the prince, it did not imbue him with much, if any, hope, for he knew well he might linger for months—even for years—before the disease should sap all his strength and finally dry up the springs of life.


  This assurance was so strong upon him that, as we have said, he once—indeed more than once—thought of taking his own life. But the temptation passed quickly. He was too conscientious and too brave to do that; and had none of that moral cowardice which seeks escape from the inevitable in hoped-for oblivion. Whether his life was the gift of many gods or of one God, he held that it was a sacred trust which he was bound in honour to guard. Therefore he fought manfully against depression of spirits, as one of the destroyers of life, and even encouraged hope, frequently looking at the fatal white spot on his shoulder, and trying to persuade himself that it was not spreading.


  In this state of mind Bladud arrived one day at the abode of the hunter of the Hot Swamp. It was not, indeed, close to the springs which caused the swamp, but stood in a narrow sequestered gully quite five miles distant from it. The spot had been chosen as one which was not likely to be discovered by wanderers, and could be easily defended if it should be found. Moreover, its owner, as Bladud had been warned, was a fierce, morose man, who loved solitude and resented interference of any kind, and this was so well known in the thinly-peopled neighbourhood that every one kept carefully out of his way.


  Sometimes this eccentric hunter appeared at the nearest village—twenty miles distant from his home—with some pigs to barter for the few commodities which he wanted from time to time; but he and his horse, cow, and dogs ate up all the remaining produce of his small farm—if such it might be called.


  It was a beautiful evening when the prince walked up to the door of the little hut, in front of which its owner was standing, eyeing him with a forbidding scowl as he approached.


  He was in truth a strange and formidable man, such as one would rather not meet with in a lonely place. There appear to have been giants in those days; for this hunter of the Hot Swamp was nearly, if not quite, as tall as Bladud himself, and to all appearance fully as strong of limb. A mass of black hair covered his head and chin; a skin hunting-shirt his body, and a hairy boar-skin was thrown across his broad shoulders. Altogether, he seemed to his visitor the very personification of ferocity. A huge bow, ready strung, leaned against his hut. As Bladud advanced with his own bow unstrung, the man apparently scorned to take it up, but he grasped and leaned upon a staff proportioned to his size.


  Anxious to propitiate this mysterious being, the prince approached with steady, unaffected ease of manner, and a look of goodwill which might have conciliated almost any one; but it had no effect on the hunter.


  “What want ye here?” he demanded, when his visitor was near enough.


  “To enter your service.”


  “My service!” exclaimed the man with a look of surprise that for a moment banished the scowl. “I want no servant. I can serve myself well enough. And, truly, it seems to me that a man like you should be ashamed to talk of service. You are more fitted for a master than a servant. I trow you must have some bad motive for seeking service with a man like me. Have you murdered any one, that you flee from the face of your fellows and seek to hide you here?”


  “No, I am not a murderer.”


  “What then? Are you desirous of becoming one, and making me your victim?” asked the hunter, with a look of contempt; “for you will find that no easy job, stout though you be. I have a good mind to crack your crown for coming here to disturb my solitude!”


  “Two can play at that game,” replied Bladud, with a seraphic smile. “But I am truly a man of peace. I merely want to look after your cattle for occupation; I will gladly live in the woods, away from your dwelling, if you will let me serve you—my sole desire being, like your own, to live—and, if need be, to die—alone.”


  For a few moments there was a softened expression on the hunter’s face as he asked, in a tone that had something almost of sympathy in it—


  “Is there a woman at the bottom of this?”


  “No. Woman has nothing to do with it—at least, not exactly—not directly,” returned Bladud.


  “Hah!” exclaimed the man, paying no regard to the modification implied in the answer; and advancing a step, with eager look, “did she tempt you on and then deceive you; and scorn you, and forsake you for another man?”


  “You mistake me. The poor woman I was thinking of was an old one, labouring under a deadly disease.”


  On hearing this the hunter’s softened look vanished, and his former scowl returned.


  “Go!” he said, sternly; “I can take care of the cattle myself, without help. But stay, a man of your peaceful nature and humility may, perchance, not be too proud to take charge of pigs.”


  Bladud flushed—not so much because of the proposal as the tone of contempt in which it was uttered; but, remembering his condition and his object, he mastered his feelings.


  “I am willing to take charge of your pigs,” he said, in a quiet tone; “where do they feed?”


  “A goodish bit from here. Not far from the Hot Swamp, that lies on the other side of the hill.”


  The man pointed to a high ridge, just visible beyond the gully in which his hut lay concealed, which was clothed from base to summit with dense forest.


  “There are plenty of pigs there,” he continued in a milder tone. “How many I don’t know, and don’t care. I brought the old ones here, and they have multiplied. If you choose to keep them together, you are welcome. I want only a few of them now and then. When I do, I hunt them together and drive them with my dogs. You may kill and eat of them as you please; but don’t come nigh my hut, mind you, else will I put an arrow in your heart.”


  “Good, I will take care,” returned the prince gravely. “And if you come nigh my dwelling, is it understood that I am to put an arrow in your heart? I could easily do it, for I am a fair marksman.”


  Something approaching almost to a smile crossed the hunter’s swart visage at this reply. It did not last, however.


  “Go!” he said. “Keep your jesting for the pigs, if they have a mind to listen.”


  “I will try them. Mayhap they are more sociable than their owner. And now, master, might I ask for the loan of one of your dogs? It might be useful in herding.”


  “None of them would follow you. Yet—yes, the pup might do so. It has not yet come to care for me much.”


  So saying, the man went to the rear of his hut, and, from the kennel there, fetched a young but full-grown dog, somewhat resembling a retriever, which gambolled joyously at the prospect of being let out for a run.


  “There, take him. He comes of a good breed. Keep the leash on his neck till you have given him his first feed; he’ll follow you after that.”


  “What is his name?” asked the prince.


  “No name. Like his master in that!”


  Taking the leash in his hand, Bladud said farewell, and went away into the woods, while the hunter of the Swamp, turning round, stooped as he entered his hut, and shut the door behind him.


  It may seem strange that the prince should thus voluntarily seek for menial occupation, but, in truth, he shrank from the idea of living absolutely to himself alone, and felt a strong desire to have some sort of responsibility in connection with a human being, however short his life on earth might be, or however uncouth the individual with whom he might have to do—for man is intensely social, as only those who have dwelt in absolute solitude can thoroughly understand.
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  Chapter Nineteen.


  Prince Bladud takes Possession of his Estate and Begins Business.


  



  Pondering over the circumstances of the strange being from whom he had just parted, Bladud proceeded to the summit of the hill, or ridge of high land, on the other side of which lay the region in which he had made up his mind to end his days.


  It took him full two hours to make his way through the dense underwood to the top; but when this point was reached, the magnificent panorama of land and water which met his view was a feast to his eyes, which for a time caused him to forget his forlorn condition.


  In all directions, wherever he gazed, ridges and knolls, covered with dense woods and richest vegetation, were seen extending from his elevated outlook to the distant horizon. Cliffs, precipices, dells, and bright green open spaces varied the landscape; and in the bottom of the great valley which lay immediately beneath his feet there meandered a broad river, in whose waters were reflected here and there the overhanging trees, or green patches of its flower-bespangled banks, or the rich browns and yellows of spots where these banks had been broken away by floods; while, elsewhere, were seen glittering patches of the blue sky.


  Far away in the extreme distance a soft cloud of thin transparent vapour hung steadily over a partially open space, which he rightly conjectured to be the Hot Swamp, of which he had often heard wondrous stories in his boyhood, but which he had not been permitted to visit, owing to the tribes living near the springs having been at war with his father. During his absence in the East, King Hudibras had attacked and almost exterminated the tribes in question, so that the Hot Swamp region, just at the time when the prince arrived, was a land of desolation.


  Though desolate, however, it was, as we have tried to show, exceeding lovely, so that our wanderer was ravished with the prospect, and seated himself on a bank near the top of the ridge to contemplate its beauties in detail.


  His canine companion sat down beside him, and looked up inquiringly in his face.


  During the first part of the journey the pup had strained a good deal at the leash, and had displayed a strong desire to return to its former master, as well as a powerful objection to follow its new one. It had also, with that perversity of spirit not uncommon in youth, exhibited a proneness to advance on the other side of bushes and trees from its companion, thus necessitating frequent halts and numerous disentanglements. On all of these occasions Bladud had remonstrated in tones so soft, and had rectified the error so gently, that the pup was evidently impressed. Possibly it was an observant pup, and appreciated the advantages of human kindness. Perhaps it was a sagacious pup, and already recognised the difference between the old master and the new.


  Be this as it may, Bladud had not been long seated there in a state of dreamy abstraction, when he became conscious of the inquiring look. Returning it with interest, but without speaking, he gazed steadily into the soft brown eyes that were turned up to his. At last the prince opened his lips, and the dog, turning his head slightly to one side with a look of expectancy, cocked his ears.


  “Browneyes,” he said, “you’ll grow to be a fine dog if you live.”


  There was the slightest possible tremor in the pup’s tail. Of course there might have been more than a tremor if the caudal appendage had been at liberty instead of being sat upon. It was enough, however, to indicate a tendency to goodwill.


  “Come here, Browneyes,” said Bladud, holding out his hand.


  But the pup was hardly prepared for such a complete and sudden concession as the invitation implied. He repeated the tremor, however, and turned his head to the other side, by way of a change, but sat still.


  A happy thought occurred to the prince—justifying the remark of Solomon that there is nothing new under the sun. He opened his wallet, took out a small piece of meat, and held it out.


  “Here, Brownie, have a bit.” Another justification of Solomon, for the natural abbreviation of names is not new!


  The pup advanced with confidence, ate the morsel, and looked inquiringly for more, at the same time wagging its tail with unqualified satisfaction.


  “Yes, Brownie, you shall have more.”


  The second morsel was bestowed; the tail wagged effusively; the name of Brownie became irrevocably associated with food, and a loving look and tone with favours to come. Thus a title and a friendship were established which endured through life and was terminated only by death. So trivial sometimes are the incidents on which the great events of life are hinged!


  We pause here to deprecate the idea that this fine animal’s affection was gained through its stomach. Many a time had its old master thrown it savoury junks and bones of food; but a scowl and sometimes a growl, had often been thrown into the mess, thereby robbing the gift of all grace, and checking the outflow of affection. Bladud’s character similarly, was as clearly perceived by the manner of his gifts. Indeed, it would have been a poor compliment to the intelligence of Brownie—or of any dog, young or old—to suppose it capable of misunderstanding the gentle tone, the kindly glance, and the patting hand of Bladud. At all events, the result was that Brownie, with an expressive wag and bark, vowed fidelity from that date to the prince, and, in the same act, renounced allegiance to the hunter of the Hot Swamp.


  From that date, too, the master and the dog entered upon, and kept up at frequent though brief intervals, a species of conversation or mental intercourse which, if not profound, was equal to much that passes for intercourse among men, and was, at all events, a source of eminent satisfaction to both.


  Removing the leash, Bladud descended the hill, with Brownie gambolling delightedly round him.


  That night they slept together under the spreading branches of a magnificent oak.


  There was no need to keep watch against wild beasts, for Brownie slept, as it were, with one eye open, and the slightest symptom of curiosity among the wild fraternity was met by a growl so significant that the would-be intruder sheered off.


  The sun was high when the prince awoke and arose from his bed of leaves. The pup, although awake long before, had dutifully lain still, abiding his master’s time. It now arose and shook itself, yawned, and looked up with an expression of “what next?”


  Having lighted a fire, Bladud set up the carcase of a wild duck to roast. He had shot it the day before on his way to the valley of the Swamp. As this was a proceeding in which the pup had a prospective interest, he sat by attentively.


  “Ah! Brownie,” said his master, sitting down to wait for the cooking of the bird, “you little know what a sad life awaits you. No companionship but that of a doomed man, and I fear you will be a poor nurse when the end comes, though assuredly you will not be an unsympathetic one. But it may be long before the end. That’s the worst of it. Come, have a bit.”


  He threw him a leg as he spoke, and the two breakfasted peacefully together on the banks of the shining river, slaking their thirst, after it was finished, at the same pure stream.


  While doing so the prince observed with satisfaction that large trout were rising freely, and that several flocks of wild ducks and other aquatic birds passed both up and down the river.


  “Now, Brownie,” he said, when the meal was concluded, “you and I must search for a convenient spot on which to build our hut.”


  Before starting off, however, he uncovered his shoulder and looked anxiously at the white spot. It was as obvious as ever, but did not seem to him increased since he left home. A very slight matter will sometimes give hope to a despairing man. Under the influence of this negative comfort, Bladud took up his weapons and sallied forth, closely followed by the pup.


  In the haste of departure and the depressed state of his mind he had, as has been said, forgotten his sword, or deliberately left it behind him. The only weapon he now possessed, besides the bow and arrows given to him by the Hebrew, was a small bronze hatchet, which was, however, of little use for anything except cutting down small trees and branches for firewood. He carried a little knife, also, in his girdle, but it was much too small to serve the purpose of an offensive weapon, though it was well suited to skin wild animals and cut up his food. As for his staff, or club—it might be of use in a contest with men, but would be of little service against bears or wolves. Casting it aside, therefore, he cut for himself a ponderous oaken staff about five feet long, at one end of which there was a heavy knotted mass that gave it great weight. The other end he sharpened to a fine point. This formidable weapon he purposed to wield with both hands when using it as a club, while, if need should arise, he might also use it as a spear.


  “I was foolish, Brownie,” he remarked, while rounding off the head of this club, “to leave my good sword behind me, for though I have no desire to kill men, there may arise a need-be to kill bears. However, it cannot be helped, and, verily, this little thing will be a pretty fair substitute.”


  He twirled the little thing round his head with one hand in a way that would have rejoiced the heart of a modern Irishman had he been there to see, and induced the pup to jump aside in surprise with his tail between his legs.


  A few minutes later, and he was striding over the beautiful land in all directions, examining and taking possession, as it were, of his fair domain.


  In passing over a knoll which was crowned by several magnificent oaks, they came suddenly on a family of black pigs, which were luxuriating on the acorns that covered the ground.


  “My future care!” muttered the prince, with a grim smile, for he hardly believed in the truth of all he was going through, and almost expected to awake and find it was a dream.


  The pigs, headed by a huge old boar, caught sight of the intruders at the same time, and stood for a moment or two grunting in stolid astonishment.


  With all the gaiety of inexperience, the pup went at them single-handed, causing the whole herd to turn and fly with ear-splitting screams—the old boar bringing up the rear, and looking round out of the corner of his little eyes with wicked intent.


  Bladud, knowing the danger, sprang after them, shouting to the pup to come back. But Brownie’s war-spirit had been aroused, and his training in obedience had only just begun. In a moment he was alongside the boar, which turned its head and gave him a savage rip with a gleaming tusk. Fortunately it just barely reached the pup’s flank, which it cut slightly, but quite enough to cause him to howl with anger and pain.


  Before the boar could repeat the operation, Bladud sent his club whizzing in advance of him. It was well aimed. The heavy head alighted just above the root of the boar’s curly tail. Instantly, as if anticipating the inventions of the future, fifty steam whistles seemed to burst into full cry. The other pigs, in sympathetic alarm, joined in chorus, and thus, yelling inconceivably, they plunged into a thicket and disappeared.


  Bladud almost fell to the ground with laughing, while Brownie, in no laughing mood, came humbly forward to claim and receive consolation. But he received more than consolation, for, while the prince was engaged in binding up the wound, he poured upon him such a flood of solemn remonstrance, in a tone of such injured feeling, that the pup was evidently cut to the heart—his self-condemned, appealing looks proving beyond a doubt that the meaning of what was said was plain to him, though the language might be obscure.


  On continuing the march, Brownie limped behind his master—a sadder and a wiser dog. They had not gone far when they came on another family of pigs, which fled as before. A little further on, another herd was discovered, wallowing in a marshy spot. It seemed to Bladud that there was no good feeding in that place, and that the creatures were dirtying themselves with no obvious end in view, so, with the pup’s rather unwilling assistance, he drove them to more favourable ground, where the acorns were abundant.


  At this point he reached a secluded part of the valley, or, rather, an off-shoot from it, where a low precipice rose on one side, and thick flowering shrubs protected the other. The spot was considerably elevated above the level of the low ground, and from an opening in the shrubbery at the further extremity could be seen the larger valley with all its wealth of forest and meadow, its knolls, and slopes, and wooded uplands, with the river winding like a silver thread throughout its whole extent.


  Here the prince resolved to fix his abode, and, not a little pleased with the successful way in which he had commenced his amateur pig-herding, he set vigorously and patiently to work with the little bronze hatchet, to fell such trees as would be required in the construction of his future home.
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  Chapter Twenty.


  A Strange Abode and a Wild Visitor.


  



  Bladud’s idea of a palace worthy of a prince was not extravagant. He erected it in three days without assistance or tools, except the bronze axe and knife—Brownie acting the part of superintendent of the works. Until it was finished, he slept with the forest trees for a shelter and the sky for a canopy.


  The edifice was nothing better than a small hut, or booth, constructed of long branches bent in the shape of semi-hoops, the ends of which were thrust into the ground. The whole was thatched with dried grass and bound down with ropes made of the same material. It was further secured against the possible influence of high winds, by heavy branches being laid across it and weighted with stones. Dried grass also formed the carpeting on the floor.


  Of course it was not so high that its architect could stand up in it, but he could sit in it erect, and could lie down at full length without showing his heels outside. There was no door, but one end was left unfinished as a substitute. Neither was there a fireplace, the space in front sufficing for a kitchen.


  While engaged in its erection, Bladud was too busy to indulge in gloomy thoughts, but as soon as it was finished and he had lain down to rest under its shade, the terrible, almost incredible, nature of his position rushed upon him in full force. The opening of the hut had been so arranged as to present a view of the wide-spreading valley, and he gazed upon scenes of surpassing loveliness, in which all the sights that met the eye breathed of beauty and repose, while the sounds that broke upon the ear were suggestive of bird and beast revelling in the enjoyment of the gifts and sunshine of a bountiful Creator. But such sights and sounds only enhanced the misery of the poor man, and he started up, after a few minutes’ contemplation, and rushed outside in the vain hope of escaping from his misery by energetic action.


  “This will drive me mad,” he thought, as he paused and stood for a few minutes irresolute. “Better far to return to the East where tyrants reign and people dare not call body and soul their own, and die fighting in the front rank for liberty—but—but—who would let me join them, knowing my disease? ‘Unclean!’ I may not even come within touch of my kind—”


  His head sank on his breast and he tried to banish thought altogether. At the same moment his eyes met the meek, patient look of Brownie.


  “Ah, pup,” he exclaimed, stooping to fondle the soft brown head as he muttered to himself, “you teach me a lesson and put me to shame, despite your want of speech. You are awaiting my commands, ready to give unquestioning obedience—whether to go to the right, or left, or to lie down. And here am I, not only a prince, but supposed to be a reasoning man, rebelling against the decree of my Maker—my Spirit-Father! Surely there must be One who called my spirit into being—else had I never been, for I could not create myself, and it must be His will that I am smitten—and for a good end, else He were not good!”


  For a few minutes longer he continued to meditate in silence. Then he turned quickly and picked up the axe which lay at the entrance of the hut.


  “Come, pup,” he cried, cheerfully, “you and I must build another house. You see, we shall have plenty of game and venison soon to guard from the wolves, and it would be disagreeable to keep it in the palace along with ourselves—wouldn’t it? So, come along, Brownie.”


  Thus appealed to, the pup gave its assent by some violent tail activities, and, in a few minutes, had resumed its former post as superintendent of the works, while its master toiled like a second Samson in the hope of driving mental distress away through the pores of his skin.


  He was not indeed altogether unsuccessful, for so intimate is the mysterious connection between spirit and matter that he felt comparative relief—even to the extent of cheerfulness—when the muscles were in violent action and the perspiration was streaming down his brow; but when the second hut, or larder, was completed his depression returned in greater power than before.


  Then he took to hunting with tremendous energy, a plan which was highly approved of by his canine companion. He also devoted himself to his specific duties as swine-herd; collected the animals from all quarters into several large herds, counted them as well as he could, and drove them to suitable feeding-grounds. On retiring each day from this work, into which he threw all his power, he felt so fatigued as to be quite ready for supper and bed.


  Gradually he became accustomed to the life, and at length, after a considerable time of it, a feeling of resignation to his fate began to tell upon him.


  The effect of prolonged solitude also began even to numb the powers of his mind. He was fully aware of this, and tried to shake it off, for he shuddered more at the thought of mental than of physical decay. Among other things, he took to talking more frequently to Brownie, but although the pup was, in many respects, a most valuable and sympathetic companion, he could not prevent the conversation from being rather one-sided.


  By degrees the summer merged into autumn; the foliage assumed the tints of green and gold. Then it became russet, and finally the cold bleak winds of a northern winter shrieked through the valley and swept the leaves away.


  During all this time no human being had gone near that region, or paid the forlorn prince a visit, except once when the hunter of the Hot Swamp made his appearance.


  The rebellious tribes retained too vivid a recollection of the slaughter that had taken place during and after the fight with King Hudibras, to risk a second encounter with that monarch, so that the place was at that time absolutely deserted by human beings—though it was sufficiently peopled by the lower animals. On the occasion when the hunter unexpectedly appeared, he demanded of Bladud an account of his stewardship. The report was so satisfactory that the hunter became, for him, quite amiable; commended his swine-herd and drove off a number of the pigs to market. On his return, laden with the few household goods for which he had bartered them, he paid the prince another visit, and even condescended to accept an invitation to enter his hut and partake of a roast of venison which was at the time being prepared for the mid-day meal. He was still, however, very brusque and taciturn.


  “No one has been near me during the whole summer or autumn but yourself,” observed Bladud with an involuntary sigh.


  “You must be pleased at that,” returned the hunter, sharply; “you said you came here for solitude.”


  “Truly I did; but I had not thought it would be so hard to bear.”


  “Why do you seek it, then, if you don’t like it?” asked the hunter in the same brusque, impatient manner which characterised all his words and actions.


  “I am forced to seek it by a Power which may not be resisted with impunity.”


  “There is no such power!” exclaimed the hunter with a wild, demoniac laugh. “I can resist any power—all powers. There is nothing that I cannot resist and overcome.”


  The gigantic man, with his dishevelled locks and shaggy beard, looked so fierce and powerful, as he sat on the opposite side of the fire glaring at his host, that Bladud became impressed with a hope that the maniac—for such he evidently was—would not attempt to prove his resistless power there and then. In order to avert such a catastrophe, he assumed an air of the most perfect ease and indifference to the boast, and asked him with a bland smile if he would have another slice of venison.


  The hunter seemed to be disconcerted by the question, but, being a hungry man and a ravenous eater, he accepted the offer and began to eat the slice in moody silence.


  “Your good pup has been a real blessing to me,” resumed the prince a few minutes later, during which time he had devoted himself to his own portion of food, “not only in the way of helping me to hunt and drive the pigs, but as a companion who can do all but speak.”


  “He could speak if you would let him,” returned the hunter. “I speak to my dogs continually, and they always answer—not with their tongues, for that is not dog-language, but with their eyes—and I know every word they speak. You would wonder how clever they are, and what droll things they say sometimes.”


  He burst into a wild hilarious laugh at this point, as if the thought of the canine pleasantries were too much for him; then suddenly became grave, and scowled furtively at his host, as if he felt that he had committed himself.


  “You are right,” replied Bladud, affecting not to observe the scowl. “My pup often speaks to me with his eyes, but I am not so good at understanding the language as you appear to be. No doubt I shall acquire it in time.”


  “Then you don’t like being alone?” said the hunter, after a pause, during which Bladud saw that he was eyeing him keenly, though he pretended not to observe this.


  “No, I don’t like it at all, but it can’t be helped.”


  “Well, it might have been helped, for I could have sent them to you.”


  “Sent whom?”


  “A man and a boy. They were not together, but came to my hut at different times inquiring for you, but, knowing your desire for solitude, I turned them away on the wrong scent.”


  “I’m glad you did,” returned the prince, “for I want to be troubled by neither man nor boy. Yet I wonder who they could be. Did they say why they wanted to find me?”


  “No, they did not say, and I would not ask; what cared I about their reasons?”


  “Yet you care enough for me, it appears, to say you would have sent them to me if you knew I had been lonely. What was the appearance of the man?”


  “He was old, but very strong, though not so big as me—or you. His hair was long and white; so was his beard. He wore a long dark robe, and carried a very big staff.”


  Bladud had no difficulty in recognising the description of his friend the Hebrew.


  “And the boy; what was he like?”


  “Like all boys, active and impudent.”


  “I am afraid,” returned the prince with a slight smile, “that your acquaintance with boys cannot have been extensive—they are not all active and impudent.”


  “Most of those that have crossed my path are so. At all events, this one was, for when I pointed out the direction you had gone—which was just the opposite way from here—he said, ‘I don’t believe you!’ and when I leaped on him to give him his deserts, he dodged me, and fled into the woods like a squirrel. It was as well, for I should have killed him.”


  “I am not sorry he escaped you, then,” said Bladud, with a laugh, “though I scarcely think you would have killed the poor lad even if you had caught him.”


  “Oh yes, I would. And I’ll kill you if you venture to doubt my word.”


  As he said this the hunter sprang to his feet, and, drawing his knife, seemed about to leap upon his host, who, however, sat perfectly still.


  “I should be sorry that you should die,” said Bladud in a calm voice, while he kept his eyes steadily fixed on those of the maniac. “You have heard, have you not, of that terrible disease of the East, called leprosy?”


  “Yes—the ship-captains have often spoken of it,” said the madman, whose mind, like that of a child, could be easily turned into new channels.


  “Look! I have got that disease. The Power which you profess to despise has sent it to me. If you so much as touch me, your doom is fixed.”


  He uncovered his shoulder as he spoke and displayed the white spot.


  Bladud felt quite uncertain how this would be received by the madman, but he was scarcely prepared for what followed. No sooner did the hunter see the spot and realise what it meant, than without a word he turned, caught up his bundle, uttered a yell of terror, and fled from the spot, closely followed by his dogs, which howled as if in sympathy.
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  Chapter Twenty One.


  A Strange Encounter and a Friend in Need.


  



  About a week after the events narrated in the last chapter, an incident occurred which, trifling in itself, was nevertheless the cause of momentous issues in the life of our hero.


  He was returning one evening from a long ramble with his dog, when the screams of a pig in evident distress attracted his attention. Hastening to the place he found that a small member of his charge had fallen over a cliff into a crevice in the rock, where it stuck fast and was unable to extricate itself. The violent nature of the porcine family is well known. Although very little hurt, this little pig felt its position so unbearable that it immediately filled the woods with agonising shrieks until Bladud dragged it out of the cleft, and carried it in his arms to the foot of the precipice, where he set it free. Then the whirlwind of its outcry came to a sudden stop, thereby proving beyond a doubt that passion, not pain, was the cause of its demonstrations.


  From that date many of the pigs became affected by a cutaneous disease, which gradually spread among all the herds. It was some time before Bladud observed this; but when he did notice it, he jumped at once to the conclusion that he must have communicated leprosy to his unfortunate herds while rescuing the little pig. Whether or not he was right in this conjecture, we cannot say; but the probability of his mere touch being so contaminating was sufficient to increase greatly the depression of spirits which had been stealing over him—a condition which was not a little aggravated by the fact that the white spot on his arm was slowly but surely spreading. Still the disease had not, so far, affected his general health or strength in any serious degree.


  About that time there set in a long period of fine sunny weather, during which Bladud busied himself in hunting and drying meat, as well as fish, which he stored in his larder for future use. He also cut a large quantity of firewood, and built another booth in which to protect it from the weather, and otherwise made preparation for the winter when it should arrive.


  One day he had wandered a considerable way into the forest, and was about to turn to retrace his steps homeward, when he was surprised to hear some creature crashing through the woods towards him. It could not have been startled by himself, else it would have run away from him. Stepping behind a tree, he strung his bow, called Brownie close to his heel, and waited. A few seconds later a deer dashed close past him, but, as his belt was already hung round with game, and home was still far distant, he did not shoot. Besides, he was curious to know what had startled the deer. A few minutes revealed that, for suddenly the sound of footsteps was heard; then the bushes opposite were parted, and a boy, or youth just emerging from boyhood, ran past him at full speed, with an arrow sticking through his left sleeve. He was unarmed, and gasped like one who runs for his life. Catching sight of the prince as he passed the tree that had concealed him, the boy doubled like a hare, ran up to Bladud, and, grasping one of his hands, cried— “O! save me!—save me!—from robbers!” in the most agonising tones.


  “That will I, poor lad, if I can.”


  He had barely time to make this reply when a man burst from the shrubbery on the other side of the tree, and almost plunged into his arms. So close was he, and so unexpected the meeting, that the prince had not time or space to use his bow, but saluted the man’s forehead with such an Olympic crack from his fist, that he fell prone upon the ground and remained there. Bladud had dropped his bow in the act, but his club leant handily against the tree. Catching it up, he wheeled round just in time to face three tall and strong men, with bows in their hands. Seeing their leader on the ground, they simultaneously discharged three arrows, which were well aimed, and struck the prince full on the chest; but they did not penetrate far, for, in anticipation of some such possible encounter with foes, he had covered his chest with a breastplate of thick double-ply hide, which effectually checked them.


  Before they could draw other arrows Bladud rushed at them with a terrific shout, hurling his mighty club in advance. The weapon caught the nearest robber full in the chest and laid him flat on the grass. The other two, dropping their bows, turned and fled.


  “Guard them, Brownie!” cried Bladud, as he followed.


  The dog obediently took up a position between the two fallen men, and eyed them in a way and with an ominous growl, that meant mischief if they dared to stir.


  Bladud easily overtook the other two, grasped them by their necks, and, using their heads as battering-rams, rapped them together. They sank half-stunned upon their knees, and begged for mercy.


  “You shall have it,” said Bladud, “on the condition that you go and tell your comrades that if they ever come within twenty miles of the Swamp, they shall find a man in the woods who will turn them inside out, and roast them all alive! Away!”


  They went precipitately, as may be readily believed, and, as the prince had intended, spread a report that gave to him thenceforth the rank of a sorcerer, and secured him from future annoyance.


  Returning to the tree, Bladud found the fallen robbers beginning to recover consciousness—the one being held in submission by the fugitive youth, who stood, bow in hand, pointing an arrow at his throat; the other by Brownie, who merely curled his nose, displayed his magnificent teeth, and uttered a low growl of remonstrance.


  “Get up!” he said to the one he had knocked down with his fist.


  But as the order was not obeyed with sufficient promptitude, he lifted the man up by the collar, like a kitten, and sent him staggering against the tree with a violence that astounded him. Calling off the dog, he gave a similar order to the second robber, who displayed much greater agility in his movements.


  Repeating the little threat with which he had dismissed their comrades, Bladud ordered them to be off. The second robber thankfully turned and took to his heels; but the first stooped to pick up his bow, whereupon Bladud wrenched it from his grasp, broke it over his head, and belaboured him with the wreck for a couple of hundred yards through the woods, while the robber ran as if he thought the evil spirit was at his heels.


  Returning somewhat blown from this unusual exercise, he found the youth in a state of great amusement and satisfaction.


  “Hah! you may laugh, my lad; but I can assure you it would have been no laughing matter if these scoundrels had caught you.”


  “You speak but the sober truth,” returned the boy, still smiling; “for well assured am I that it would have cost me my life if they had caught me. But, believe me, I am not only pleased to see such villains get a little of what they deserve, but am exceedingly grateful to you for so kindly and effectually coming to my aid.”


  “As to that, I would aid any one in distress—especially if pursued by robbers. But, come, sit down and tell me how you fell into their power. This bout has winded me a little. I will sit down on this bank; do you sit on the bank opposite to me.”


  “The explanation is simple and short,” replied the boy; “I wanted to have my own way, like most other boys, so I left home without leave, or saying farewell.”


  “That was bad,” said the prince, shaking his head. He was on the point of advancing some profitable reflections on this head, but the memory of his own boyhood checked him.


  “I know it was bad, and assuredly I have been well punished,” returned the boy, “for these robbers caught me and have kept me with them for a long time, so long that I have quite lost count of the days now.”


  “Does your father live far from here?”


  “Yes, very, very far, and I know not where to go or what to do,” answered the boy, with a pitiful look.


  “Never mind, you are safe at present, and no doubt I shall find means of having you sent safe home—though I see not the way just yet.”


  “Is that blood on your coat?” asked the lad anxiously, as he pointed to the prince’s breast.


  “It is. The arrow-heads must have gone through the breastplate and scratched the skin. I will look to it.”


  “Let me help you,” said the boy, rising and approaching.


  “Back! you know not what you do,” said the prince sternly. “You must not touch me. You have done so once to-day. It may cost you your life. Ask not why, but obey my orders.”


  Not less surprised at the nature of these remarks than at the severe tone in which they were uttered, the boy re-seated himself in silence, while Bladud removed the breastplate and examined his wounds.


  They were deeper than he had imagined, the three arrow-heads being half imbedded in his flesh.


  “Nothing serious,” he said, drawing out the heads and stanching the flow of blood with a little moss. “Come, now, I will show you my home, and give you something to eat before you tell me more of your history. You shall have a couch in one of my outhouses. Have a care as you walk with me that you do not come against me, or touch me even with a finger. My reasons you may not know, but—remember what I say.”


  Bladud spoke the last words with the severity that he had assumed before; then, dismissing the subject, he commented on the beauty of the landscape, the wickedness of robbers, the liveliness of animated nature and things in general with the cheerful air that had been habitual to him before he was compelled to flee the face of man. The pleasure he had felt in his brief intercourse with the gruff hunter of the Swamp had remained a bright spot in his lonely life. He naturally enjoyed with much greater zest the company of the lively boy who had thus unexpectedly crossed his path, but when he retired for the night—having told the lad to make for himself a couch in the fire-wood hut—the utter desolation of his life became, if possible, more deeply impressed on him.


  During the night his wounds inflamed and became much more painful, and in the morning—whether from this cause or not, we cannot say—he found himself in a high fever.


  His new friend, like most healthy boys, was a profound sleeper, and when the time for breakfast arrived he found it necessary to get up and awake him.


  “Ho! lad, rise,” he cried at the entrance to the firewood hut, “you slumber soundly. Come out and help me to get ready our morning meal.”


  The lad obeyed at once.


  “What is your name?” he asked, as the lad appeared.


  “Cormac,” he replied.


  “Well, Cormac, do you roast the meat this morning. Truly, it seems that you have come just in the nick of time, for I feel so ill that my head seems like a lump of stone, and my skin is burning. It is not often that I have had to ask the aid of man in such matters. Will you get me a draught of water from the spring hard by? I will lie down again for a little.”


  Cormac willingly ran to a neighbouring spring and filled thereat a cup made of the bark of the birch tree, with which he returned to Bladud’s hut.


  “Just put it inside the door where I can reach it,” shouted the prince. “Do not enter on any account.”


  Lifting a corner of the skin that covered the entrance, the lad placed the cup inside, and then, sitting down by the fire outside, proceeded to prepare breakfast.


  When it was ready he called to Bladud to say whether he would have some, at the same time thrusting a savoury rib underneath the curtain; but the prince declined it.


  “I cannot eat,” he said; “let me lie and rest if possible. My poor boy, this is inhospitable treatment. Yet I cannot help it.”


  “Never mind me,” returned Cormac, lightly. “I like to nurse the sick, and I’ll keep you well supplied with water, and cook venison or birds too if you want them. I can even shoot them if required.”


  “No need for that,” returned Bladud, “there is plenty of food laid up for winter. But don’t come inside my hut, remember. It will be death if you do!”


  All that day the lad sat by the fire or went to the well for water, of which his patient drank continuously. During the night the prince was very restless, and groaned a good deal, so the boy resolved to sit up and watch by the fire. Next morning Bladud was delirious, and as he could not rise even to fetch from the door the water for which he thirsted, Cormac resolved to disobey orders and risk the consequences. Entering the hut, therefore, and sitting down beside the patient, he tended him for many days and nights—taking what rest he could obtain by snatches beside the camp-fire.
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  Chapter Twenty Two.


  The Pigs’ Cure.


  



  It was not long before our hero recovered from his delirium. Leading, as he had been doing, an abstemious and healthy life, ordinary disease could not long maintain its grasp of him. His superabundant life seemed to cast it off with the ease with which his physical frame was able to cast aside human foes. But he could not thus shake off the leprosy.


  One of the first things he did on recovering consciousness was to uncover his arm. The fatal spot had increased considerably in size. With something of a shudder he looked round his little hut, endeavouring to remember where he was and to recall recent events. He was alone at the time, and he fancied the fight with the robbers and rescue of the boy must have been all a dream. The name Cormac, however, puzzled him not a little. Many a time before that had he dreamed of vivid scenes and thrilling incidents, but never in his recollection had he dreamt a name!


  Being thoughtfully disposed, he lay meditating listlessly on this point in that tranquil frame of mind which often accompanies convalescence, and had almost fallen asleep when a slight noise outside awoke him. The curtain-door was lifted, and Cormac, entering, sat quietly down on a block of wood beside him.


  Bladud became suddenly aware that he had not been dreaming, but he did not move. Through his slightly opened eyelids he watched the lad while he mixed some berries in a cup of water. As he lay thus silently observant, he was deeply impressed with the handsome countenance of his nurse and the graceful movements of his slight figure.


  Presently the thought of his disease recurred to him—it was seldom, indeed, absent from his mind—and the strict injunctions which he had given to his young companion.


  “Boy!—boy!” he cried suddenly, with a vigour that caused the boy to start off his seat and almost capsize the cup, “did I not forbid you to enter my hut or to touch me?”


  At first Cormac looked alarmed, but, seeing that a decided change for the better had taken place in his patient, his brow smoothed and he laughed softly.


  “How dared you to disobey me?” exclaimed Bladud again in stern tones.


  “I dared because I saw you were unable to prevent me,” returned the lad, with a quiet smile. “Besides, you were too ill to feed yourself, so, of course, I had to do it for you. Do you suppose I am so ungrateful to the man who saved my life as to stand aside and let him die for want of a helping hand? Come, now, be reasonable and let me give you this drink.” He approached as he spoke.


  “Keep off!—keep off, I say,” shouted the prince in a voice so resolute that Cormac was fain to obey. “It is bad enough to come into my hut, but you must not touch me!”


  “Why not?—I have touched you already.”


  “How! when?”


  “I have lifted your head many a time to enable you to drink when you could not lift it yourself.”


  A groan escaped Bladud.


  “Then it is too late! Look at this,” he cried, suddenly uncovering his arm.


  “What is that?” asked the boy, with a look of curiosity.


  “It is—leprosy!”


  “I am not afraid of leprosy!”


  “Not afraid of it!” exclaimed the prince, “that may well be, for you have the air of one who fears nothing; but it will kill you for all that, unless the Maker of all defends you, for it is a dread—a terrible—disease that no strength can resist or youth throw off. It undermines the health and eats the flesh off the bones, renders those whom it attacks horrible to look at, and in the end it kills them. But it is possible that you may not yet have caught the infection, poor lad, so you must keep away from me now, and let not a finger touch me henceforth. Your life, I say, may depend on it.”


  “I will obey you as to that,” replied Cormac, “now that you are beginning to recover, but I must still continue to put food and water within your reach.”


  “Be it so,” rejoined the prince, turning away with a slight groan, for his excitement not less than the conversation had exhausted him. In a few minutes more he was asleep with an expression of profound anxiety stereotyped on his countenance.


  It was not long after the fever left him that returning strength enabled Bladud to crawl out of his hut, and soon after that he was able to ramble through the woods in company with Cormac, and with Brownie—that faithful friend who had lain by his master’s side during all his illness. The sparkling river gladdened the eyes, and the bracing air and sunshine strengthened the frame of the prince, so that with the cheerful conversation of Cormac and the gambols of his canine friend he was sometimes led to forget for a time the dark cloud that hung over him.


  One day he was struck by something in the appearance of his dog, and, sitting down on a bank, he called it to him. After a few minutes’ careful examination he turned to Cormac with a look of deep anxiety.


  “My boy,” he said, “I verily believe that the hound is smitten with my own complaint. In his faithful kindness he has kept by me until I have infected him.”


  “That cannot be,” returned Cormac, “for, during my rambles alone, when you were too ill to move, I saw that a great many of the pigs were affected by a skin disease something like that on the dog, and, you know, you could not have infected the pigs, for you have never touched them.”


  Bladud’s anxiety was not removed but deepened when he heard this, for he called to remembrance the occasion when he had rescued one of the little pigs and carried it for some distance in his arms.


  “And, do you know,” continued the lad, “I have observed a strange thing. I have seen that many of the pigs, affected with this complaint, have gone down to the place where the hot waters rise, and, after bathing there, have returned all covered with mud, and these pigs seem to have got better of the disease, while many of those which did not go down to the swamp have died.”


  “That is strange indeed,” returned the prince; “I must see to this, for if these waters cure the pigs, why not the dog?”


  “Ay,” rejoined Cormac, “and why not the man?”


  “Because my disease is well known to be incurable.”


  “Are you sure?”


  “We can hardly be sure of anything, not even of killing our mid-day meal,” rejoined the prince. “See, there goes a bird that is big enough to do for both of us. Try your hand.”


  “That will be but losing an opportunity, for, as you know, I am not a good marksman,” returned the youth, fitting an arrow quickly to his bow nevertheless, and discharging it. Although the bird in question was large and not far off, the arrow missed the mark, but startled the bird so that it took wing. Before it had risen a yard from the ground, however, an arrow from Bladud’s bow transfixed it.


  That night, after the bird had been eaten, when Brownie was busy with the scraps, and Cormac had retired to his couch in the firewood booth, Bladud lay in his hut unable to sleep because of what he had heard and seen that day. “Hope springs eternal in the human breast”—not less in the olden time than now. At all events it welled up in the breast of the royal outcast with unusual power as he waited anxiously for the first dawn of day.


  Up to this time, although living within a few miles of it, the prince had not paid more than one or two visits to the Hot Swamp, because birds and other game did not seem to inhabit the place, and the ground was difficult to traverse. He had, of course, speculated a good deal as to the cause of the springs, but had not come to any conclusions more satisfactory than have been arrived at by the scientific minds of modern days. That heat of some sort was the cause applied in one fashion or another to the water so as to make it almost boil he had no manner of doubt, but what caused the heat he could not imagine, and it certainly did not occur to him that the interior of the earth was a lake of fire—the lovely world of vision being a mere crust. At least, if it did, he was never heard to say so.


  But now he went down to the swamp with a renewed feeling of hope that gave fresh impulse to his heart and elasticity to his tread.


  Arrived at the place, he observed that numbers of his porcine family were there before him. On seeing him they retreated with indignant grunts—their hasty retreat being accelerated by a few remarks from Brownie.


  Making his way to what he believed to be the main fountain of the spring, the prince and the dog stood contemplating it for some time. Then the former dipped his hand in, but instantly withdrew it, for he found the water to be unbearably hot. Following its course, however, and testing it as he went along, he soon came to a spot where the temperature was sufficiently cool to render it agreeable. Here, finding a convenient hole big enough to hold him, he stripped and bathed. Brownie, who seemed much interested and enlivened by his master’s proceedings, joined him on invitation, and appeared to enjoy himself greatly. Thereafter they returned home to breakfast and found Cormac already up and roasting venison ribs before the fire.


  “I thought you were still sound asleep in your hut,” he said in surprise, as they came up, “and I have been doing my best to make little noise, for fear of awaking you. Have you been bathing at the springs? I see the hound’s coat is muddy.”


  “Thanks for your care, Cormac. Ay, we have indeed had a bath—Brownie and I. You see I have taken your advice, and am trying the pigs’ cure.”


  “Right, Bladud. Wiser men have learned lessons from pigs.”


  “Are you not presumptuous, my lad, to suggest that there may be a wiser man than I?”


  “Truly, no, for taking the advice of a mere stripling like me, is not a sign of wisdom in a man.”


  “In the present case you are perhaps right, but there are some striplings whose wisdom is sufficient to guide men. However, I will hope that even you, with all your presumption, may be right this time.”


  “That encourages me to offer additional advice,” retorted the lad with a laugh, “namely, that you should devote your attention to these ribs, for you will find them excellent, and even a full-grown man can hardly fail to know that without food no cure can be effected.”


  “You are right, my boy. Sit down and set me an example, for youth, not less than age, must be supported.”


  Without more words they set to work, first throwing a bone to the hound, in order, as Bladud remarked, that they might all start on equal terms.


  From that day the health of the prince began to mend—slowly but steadily the spot on his arm also began to diminish and to assume a more healthy aspect. Brownie also became convalescent, and much to the joy of Bladud, Cormac showed no symptoms of having caught the disease. Still, as a precaution, they kept studiously apart, and the prince observed—and twitted the boy with the fact—that the more he gained in health, and the less danger there was of infection, the more anxious did he seem to be to keep away from him!


  Things were in this state when, one evening, they received a visit—which claims a new chapter to itself.
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  Chapter Twenty Three.


  In which very Perplexing Events Occur.


  



  The visitor referred to in the last chapter was a tall, broad-shouldered old man with a snowy head of hair and a flowing white beard, a long, loose black garment, and a stout staff about six feet long.


  Cormac had gone to a spring for water at the time he arrived, and Bladud was lying on his back inside his hut.


  “Is any one within?” demanded the stranger, lifting a corner of the curtain.


  “Enter not here, whoever you are!” replied the prince quickly, springing up—“stay—I will come out to you.”


  “You are wonderfully inhospitable,” returned the stranger, as the prince issued from the hut and stood up with an inquiring look which suddenly changed to one of astonishment.


  “Beniah!” he exclaimed.


  “Even so,” replied the Hebrew, holding out his hand, but Bladud drew back.


  “What! will you neither permit me to enter your house nor shake your hand? I was not so churlish when you visited my dwelling.”


  “You know well, old man, that I do not grudge hospitality, but fear to infect you.”


  “Yes, I know it well,” rejoined the Hebrew, smiling, “and knowing that you were here, I turned aside on my journey to inquire as to your welfare.”


  “I have much to say about my welfare and strange things to tell you, but first let me know what has brought you to this part of the land—for if you have turned aside to see me—seeing me has not been your main object.”


  “You are right. Yet it pleases me well to use this opportunity, and to see by your looks and bearing, that the disease seems to have been arrested.”


  “Yes, thanks be to the All-seeing One, I am well, or nearly so. But proceed to explain the reason of your journey.”


  “The cause of it is the unaccountable disappearance of the girl named Branwen.”


  “What! she who is the bosom friend of my sister Hafrydda?”


  “The same. She had fled, you may remember, from your father’s court for fear of being compelled to wed with Gunrig, the chief whose crown you cracked so deftly on the day of your arrival. She, poor thing, took refuge at first with me. I hid her for some time—”


  “Then,” interrupted the prince, “she must have been hidden in your hut at the time of my visit!”


  “She was. But that was no business of yours.”


  “Surely it was, old man, for my father’s business is my business.”


  “Yea, but it was not my business to enlighten you, or the king either, while I had reason to know that he meant unduly to coerce the maiden. However, there she was hidden, as I tell you. Now, you are aware that Branwen’s father Gadarn is a great chief, whose people live far away in the northern part of Albion. I bade Branwen remain close in my hut, in a secret chamber, while I should go and acquaint her father with her position, and fetch him down with a strong band of his retainers to rescue her. You should have seen the visage of Gadarn, when I told him the news. A wild boar of the woods could scarce have shown his tusks more fiercely. He not only ordered an armed band to get ready, instantly, but he roused the whole country around, and started off that same day with all his followers armed to the teeth. Of course I led them. In due course we arrived at my hut, when—lo! I found that the bird was flown!”


  “I could see by the appearance of things,” continued the Hebrew, “that the foolish girl had left of her own will, for there was no evidence of violence anywhere—which would doubtless have been the case if robbers had found her and carried her away, for they would certainly have carried off some of my goods along with her. The rage of her father on making this discovery was terrible. He threatened at once to cut off my old head, and even drew his sword with intent to act the part of executioner. But I reminded him that if he did so, he would cut off the only head that knew anything about his daughter, and that I had still some knowledge regarding her with which he was not acquainted.


  “This arrested his hand just in time, for I actually fancied that I had begun to feel the edge of his sword slicing into my spinal marrow. When he had calmed himself enough to listen, I told him that Branwen had spoken about paying a visit to the Hot Springs—that I knew she was bent on going there, for some reason that I could not understand, and that I thought it more than likely she had gone. ‘Axe-men, to the front! Form long line! hooroo!’ yelled the chief—(or something of that sort, for I’m a man of peace, and don’t understand warlike orders), and away went the whole host at a run, winding through the forest like a great snake; Gadarn and I leading them, except when the thickets became impenetrable, and then the axe-men were ordered to the front and soon broke them down. And so, in course of time, we came within a few miles of the Hot Swamp, and—and, as I have said, I have been permitted to turn aside to visit you.”


  “Truly a strange tale,” remarked the prince. “And is the armed host of Gadarn actually within a few miles of us?”


  “It is; and, to say truth, I have come out to search for you chiefly to inquire whether you have seen any young woman at all resembling Branwen during your wanderings in this region?”


  The Hebrew looked keenly at the prince as he put this question.


  “You forget I have never seen this girl, and, therefore, could not know her even if I had met her. But, in truth, I have not seen any woman, young or old, since I came here. Nor have I seen any human being save my mad master, Konar, and a poor youth whom I rescued some time ago from the hands of robbers. He has nursed me through a severe illness, and is even now with me. But what makes you think that Branwen intended to come to the Swamp?”


  “Because—because, she had reasons of her own. I do not profess to understand the workings of a young girl’s mind,” answered the Hebrew.


  “And what will you do,” said Bladud, “now that you find she has not been here? Methinks that when Gadarn hears of your failure to find her at the Swamp, your spinal marrow and his sword will still stand a good chance of becoming acquainted.”


  The Hebrew looked perplexed, but, before he could answer, Brownie came bounding gaily round the corner of the hut. Seeing a stranger, he stopped suddenly, displayed his teeth and growled.


  “Down, pup! He is not accustomed to visitors, you see,” said his master apologetically.


  At that moment Cormac turned the corner of the hut, bearing an earthen jar of water on his shoulder. His eyes opened wide with surprise, so did those of the Hebrew, and the jar dropped to the ground, where it broke, and Brownie, quick to see and seize his opportunity, began to lap its contents. The prince—also wide-eyed—gazed from one to the other. It was a grand tableau vivant!


  The first to recover himself and break the spell was Cormac. Leaping forward, he grasped the old man by the hand, and turning so as to present his back to Bladud, gave the Hebrew a look so powerfully significant that that son of Israel was quite disconcerted.


  “My old, kind friend—is it—can it—be really yourself? So far from home—so unexpected! It makes me so glad to see you,” said the youth. Then, turning to Bladud, “A very old friend of mine, who helped me once in a time of great distress. I am so rejoiced, for now he will guide me back to my own home. You know I have sometimes talked of leaving you lately, Bladud.”


  “You say truth, my young friend. Frequently of late, since I have been getting well, you have hinted at a wish to go home, though you have not yet made it clear to me where that home is; and sad will be the day when you quit me. I verily believe that I should have died outright, Beniah, but for the kind care of this amiable lad. But it is selfish of me to wish you to stay—especially now that you have found a friend who, it would seem, is both able and willing to guard you through the woods in safety. Yet, now I think, my complaint is so nearly cured that I might venture to do that myself.”


  “Not so,” returned the lad, quickly. “You are far from cured yet. To give up using the waters at this stage of the cure would be fatal. It would perhaps let the disease come back as bad as before.”


  “Nay, but the difficulty lies here,” returned the prince, smiling at the boy’s eagerness. “This good old man is at present engaged as guide to an army, and dare not leave his post. A foolish girl named Branwen fled some time ago from my father’s house, intending, it is supposed, to go to some friends living not far from the Hot Swamp. They have been searching for her in all directions, and at last her father, with a host at his heels, has been led to within a few miles of this place, but the girl has not yet been discovered; so the search will doubtless be continued.”


  “Is that so?” asked Cormac of the Hebrew, pointedly.


  “It is so.”


  “What is the name of the chief whose daughter has been so foolish as to run away from her friends?”


  “Gadarn,” answered Beniah.


  “Oh! I know him!” exclaimed Cormac in some excitement, “and I know many of his people. I lived with them once, long, long ago. How far off is the camp, did you say?”


  “An hour’s walk or so.”


  “In that direction?” asked Cormac, pointing.


  “Yes, in that direction.”


  “Then I will go and see them,” said the lad, picking up his bow and arrows. “You can wait here till I come back, Beniah, and keep Bladud company—for he is accustomed to company now! Who knows but I may pick up this foolish girl on my way to the camp!”


  The lad hurried into the woods without waiting a reply; but he had not gone a hundred yards when he turned and shouted, “Hi, Beniah!” at the same time beckoning with his hand.


  The Hebrew hurried towards him.


  “Beniah,” said the lad impressively, as he drew near, “go back and examine Bladud’s arm and let me know when we meet again what you think of it.”


  “But how—why—wherefore came you—?” exclaimed the Hebrew, pausing in perplexity.


  “Ask no questions, old man,” returned the youth with a laugh. “There is no time to explain—. He will suspect—robbers—old mother—bad son—escape—boy’s dress—fill up that story if you can! More hereafter. But—observe, if you say one word about me to anybody, Gadarn’s sword is sharp and his arm strong! You promise?”


  “I promise.”


  “Solemnly—on your word as a Hebrew?”


  “Solemnly—on my word as a Hebrew. But—?”


  With another laugh the boy interrupted him, turned, and disappeared in the woods.


  “A strange, though a good and affectionate boy,” remarked Bladud when the Hebrew returned. “What said he?”


  “He bade me examine your arm, and tell him what I think of it on his return.”


  “That is of a piece with all the dear boy’s conduct,” returned the prince. “You have no idea what a kind nurse he has been to me, at a time when I was helpless with fever. Indeed, if I had not been helpless and delirious, I would not have allowed him to come near me. You have known him before, it seems?”


  “Yes; I have known him for some time.”


  From this point the prince pushed the Hebrew with questions, which the latter—bearing in remembrance the sharpness of Gadarn’s sword, and the solemnity of his promise—did his best to evade, and eventually succeeded in turning the conversation by questioning Bladud as to his intercourse with the hunter of the Swamp, and his mode of life since his arrival in that region. Then he proceeded to examine the arm critically.


  “It is a wonderful cure,” he said, after a minute inspection. “Almost miraculous.”


  “Cure!” exclaimed the prince. “Do you, then, think me cured?”


  “Indeed I do—at least, very nearly so. I have had some experience of your complaint in the East, and it seems to me that a perfect cure is at most certain—if it has not been already effected.”
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  Chapter Twenty Four.


  Describes an Ardent Search.


  



  While the prince and the Hebrew were thus conversing, Cormac was speeding towards the camp of Gadarn. He quickly arrived, and was immediately arrested by one of the sentinels. Taken before one of the chief officers, he was asked who he was, and where he came from.


  “That I will tell only to your chief,” said the lad.


  “I am a chief,” replied the officer proudly.


  “That may be so; but I want to speak with your chief, and I must see him alone.”


  “Assuredly thou art a saucy knave, and might be improved by a switching.”


  “Possibly; but instead of wasting our time in useless talk, it would be well to convey my message to Gadarn, for my news is urgent; and I would not give much for your head if you delay.”


  The officer laughed; but there was that in the boy’s tone and manner that induced him to obey.


  Gadarn, the chief, was seated on a tree-stump inside of a booth of boughs, leaves, and birch-bark, that had been hastily constructed for his accommodation. He was a great, rugged, north-country man, of immense physical power—as most chiefs were in those days. He seemed to be brooding over his sorrows at the time his officer entered.


  “A prisoner waits without,” said the officer. “He is a stripling; and says he has urgent business to communicate to you alone.”


  “Send him hither, and let every one get out of ear-shot!” said Gadarn gruffly.


  A minute later Cormac appeared, and looked wistfully at the chief, who looked up with a frown.


  “Are you the pris—”


  He stopped suddenly, and, springing to his feet, advanced a step with glaring eyes and fast-coming breath, as he held out both hands.


  With a cry of joy, Cormac sprang forward and threw his arms round Gadarn’s neck, exclaiming—


  “Father!—dear father!”


  For a few moments there was silence, and a sight was seen which had not been witnessed for many a day—two or three gigantic tears rolled down the warrior’s rugged cheeks, one of them trickling to the end of his weather-beaten nose and dropping on his iron-grey beard.


  “My child,” he said at length, “where—how came you—why, this—”


  “Yes, yes, father,” interrupted the lad, with a tearful laugh. “I’ll tell you all about it in good time; but I’ve got other things to speak of which are more interesting to both of us. Sit down and let me sit on your knee, as I used to do long ago.”


  Gadarn meekly obeyed.


  “Now listen,” said Cormac, putting his mouth to his father’s ear and whispering.


  The chief listened, and the first effect of the whispering was to produce a frown. This gradually and slowly faded, and gave place to an expression of doubt.


  “Are you sure, child?—sure that you—”


  “Quite—quite sure,” interrupted Cormac with emphasis. “But that is not all—listen!”


  Gadarn listened again; and, as the whispering continued, there came the wrinkles of humour over his rugged face; then a snort that caused Cormac to laugh ere he resumed his whispering.


  “And he knows it?” cried Gadarn, interrupting and suppressing a laugh.


  “Yes; knows all about it.”


  “And the other doesn’t?”


  “Has not the remotest idea!”


  “Thinks that you’re a—”


  Here the chief broke off, got up, placed his hands on both his sides and roared with laughter, until the anxious sentinels outside believed that he had gone mad.


  With the energy of a strong nature he checked himself and became suddenly grave.


  “Listen!” he said; “you have made me listen a good deal to you. It is my turn now. Before the sun stands there (pointing), you will be on your way to the court of King Hudibras, while I remain, and make this Hebrew lead me all over the country in search of—ha! ha!—my daughter. We must search and search every hole and corner of the land; for we must—we must find her—or perish!”


  Again the chief exploded, but subdued himself immediately; and, going to the entrance of the booth, summoned his lieutenant, who started forward with the promptitude of an apparition, and with an expression of some curiosity on his countenance, for he also had heard the laughter.


  “Get ready forty men,” said the chief; “to convey this lad in safety to the court of King Hudibras. He is well known there. Say not that I sent you, but that, in ranging the country, you found him lost in the woods, and, understanding him to belong to the household of the king, you brought him in.”


  Without a word the lieutenant withdrew, and the plotters looked at each other with that peculiarly significant expression which has been the characteristic of intriguers in all ages.


  “Thou wilt know how to act, my little one,” said the chief.


  “Yes, better even than you imagine, my big one,” replied Cormac.


  “What! is there something beyond my ken simmering in thy noddle, thou pert squirrel?”


  “Perchance there is, father dear.”


  A sound at the root of Gadarn’s nose betrayed suppressed laughter, as he turned away.


  Quarter of an hour later a band of foot-soldiers defiled out of the camp, with Cormac in their midst, mounted on a small pony, and Gadarn, calling another of his lieutenants, told him to let it be known throughout the camp, that if any officer or man should allow his tongue to wag with reference to the lad who had just left the camp, his tongue would be silenced for all future time, and an oak limb be decorated with an acorn that never grew on it.


  “You know, and they know, that I’m a man of my word—away!” said the chief, returning to the privacy of his booth.


  While these events were happening at the camp, Bladud and Beniah were discussing many subjects—religion among others, for they were both philosophical as well as seriously-minded. But neither their philosophy nor their religion were profound enough at that time to remove anxiety about the youth who had just left them.


  “I wish that I were clear of the whole business,” remarked the Hebrew uneasily, almost petulantly.


  “Why, do you fear that any evil can happen to the boy?” asked Bladud anxiously.


  “Oh! I fear not for him. It is not that. He will be among friends at the camp—but—but I know not how Gadarn may take it.”


  “Take what?” demanded the prince in surprise.


  “Take—take my failure to find his daughter.”


  “Ha! to be sure; he may be ill-pleased at that. But if I thought there was any chance of evil befalling Cormac in the camp, by all the gods of the east, west, north, and south,” cried the prince, carried away by the strength of his feelings into improper and even boastful language, “I would go and demand his liberation, or fight the whole tribe single-handed.”


  “A pretty boast for a man in present safety,” remarked the Hebrew, with a remonstrative shake of the head.


  “Most true,” returned the prince, flushing; “I spoke in haste, yet it was not altogether a boast, for I could challenge Gadarn to single combat, and no right-minded chief could well refuse to let the issue of the matter rest on that.”


  “Verily he would not refuse, for although not so tall as you are, he is quite as stout, and it is a saying among his people that he fears not the face of any man—something like his daughter in that.”


  “Is she so bold, then?”


  “Nay, not bold, but—courageous.”


  “Humph! that is a distinction, no doubt, but the soft and gentle qualities in women commend themselves more to me than those which ought chiefly to characterise man. However, be this as it may, if Cormac does not return soon after daybreak to-morrow, I will hie me to the camp to see how it fares with him.”


  As next morning brought no Cormac, or any news of him, Bladud started for the camp, accompanied by the anxious Hebrew.


  They found the chief at a late breakfast. He looked up without rising when they were announced.


  “Ha! my worthy Hebrew—is it thou? What news of my child? Have you heard of her whereabouts?”


  “Not yet, sir,” answered Beniah with a look of intense perplexity. “But I had thought that—that is, by this time—”


  “What! no news?” cried the chief, springing up in fierce ire, and dropping the chop with which he had been engaged. “Did you not say that you felt sure you would hear of her from your friend? Is this the friend that you spoke of?”


  He turned a keen look of inquiry, with not a little admiration in it, on Bladud.


  “This is indeed he,” answered Beniah, “and I have—but, but did not a lad—a fair youth—visit your camp yesterday?”


  “No—no lad came near the camp yesterday,” answered the chief gruffly.


  Here was cause for wonder, both for the Hebrew and the prince.


  “Forgive me, sir,” said the latter, with a deferential air that greatly pleased the warrior, “forgive me if I venture to intrude my own troubles on one whose anxiety must needs be greater, but this youth left my hut yesterday to visit you, saying that he knew you well, and if he has not arrived some evil must have befallen him, for the distance he had to traverse was very short.”


  “That is sad,” returned the chief in a tone of sympathy, “for he must either have been caught by robbers, or come by an accident on the way. Did you not follow his footsteps as you came along?”


  “We never thought of following them—the distance being so short,” returned the prince with increasing anxiety.


  “Are you, then, so fond of this lad?” asked the chief.


  “Ay, that am I, and with good reason, for he has tended me with self-denying care during illness, and in circumstances which few men would have faced. In truth, I feel indebted to him for my life.”


  “Say you so?” cried the chief with sudden energy; “then shall we search for him as well as for my daughter. And you, Hebrew, shall help us. Doubtless, young man, you will aid us by your knowledge of the district. I have secured the services of the hunter of the Swamp, so we can divide into three bands, and scour the whole country round. We cannot fail to find them, for neither of them can have got far away, whether they be lost or stolen. Ho! there. Assemble the force, instantly. Divide it into three bands. My lieutenant shall head one. You, Bladud, shall lead another, and I myself will head the third, guided by Beniah. Away!”


  With a wave of both hands Gadarn dismissed those around him, and retired to his booth to arm himself, and prepare for the pending search.


  The Hebrew was sorely tempted just then to speak out, but his solemn promise to Branwen sealed his lips. The fact also that the girl seemed really to have disappeared, filled him with alarm as well as surprise, and made him anxious to participate in the search. In a perplexed state of mind, and unenviable temper, he went away with Bladud to the place where the force was being marshalled.


  “Strange that fate should send us on a double search of this kind,” remarked the prince as they hurried along.


  “Whether fate sent us, or some mischievous sprite, I know not,” growled the Hebrew, “but there is no need for more than one search.”


  “How!” exclaimed Bladud sternly. “Think you that my poor lad’s fate is not of as much interest to me as that of Gadarn’s daughter is to him?”


  “Nay, verily, I presume not to gauge the interest of princes and chiefs,” returned Beniah, with an exasperated air. “All I know is, that if we find the lad, we are full sure to find the lass not far off.”


  “How? You speak in riddles to-day.”


  “Ay, and there are like to be more riddles tomorrow, for what the upshot of it will be is more than I can tell. See you not that, as the two were lost about the same time, and near the same place, they will probably be found together?”


  “Your wits seem to be shaken to-day, old man,” rejoined Bladud, smiling, “for these two were not lost about the same place or time.”


  Fortunately for the Hebrew’s peace of mind, an officer accosted them at that moment, and, directing the one to head a band just ready to march, led the other to the force which was to be commanded by the chief in person.


  In a few minutes the three bands were in motion, the main bodies marching north, south, and east, while strong parties were sent out from each to skirmish in all directions.


  “Think you we shall find them, Hebrew?” asked the chief, who seemed to be in a curiously impulsive state of mind.


  “I trust we may. It seems to me almost certain.”


  “I hope so, for your sake as well as my own, old man; for, if we do not, I will surely cut your head off for bringing me here for nothing.”


  “Does it not seem unjust to punish a man for doing his best?” asked Beniah.


  “It may seem so to you men of the east, but to the men of the west justice is not held of much account.”


  Proceeding round by the Hot Springs, the party led by Gadarn made a careful inspection of every cavern, defile, glade, and thicket, returning at evening towards the camp from which they set out, it having been arranged that they were all to meet there and start again to renew the search, in a wider circle, on the following morning.


  “No success,” remarked Gadarn sternly, unbuckling his sword and flinging it violently on the ground.


  “Not yet, but we may have better fortune tomorrow,” said Beniah.


  “Don’t you think the small footprints we saw near the Springs were those of the boy?”


  “They may have been.”


  “And those that we saw further on, but lost sight of in the rocky ground—did they not look like those of a girl?”


  “They certainly did.”


  “And yet strangely like to each other,” said the chief.


  “Marvellously,” returned Beniah.


  A slight sound in Gadarn’s nose caused the Hebrew to look up quickly, but the chief was gazing with stern gravity out at the opening of his booth, where the men of his force could be seen busily at work felling trees, kindling fires, and otherwise preparing for the evening meal.
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  Chapter Twenty Five.


  More Secrets and Surprises.


  



  All went well with the party that conducted Branwen to King Hudibras’ town until they reached the hut of Beniah the Hebrew, when the lad suggested to the leader of the escort that they should put up there, as it was too late to think of intruding on the king that night.


  As the lieutenant had been told to pay particular regard to the wishes of his charge, he at once agreed. Indeed, during the journey, Cormac (as we may here continue to call the girl) had expressed his wishes with such a quiet, matter-of-course air of authority that the officer in charge had come to the conclusion that the youth must be the son of some person of importance—perhaps even of King Hudibras himself. He therefore accorded him implicit obedience and deference.


  “The hut is too small for all of us,” said Cormac; “the greater number of your men must sleep outside; but that does not matter on so fine a night.”


  “True, it matters nothing,” replied the officer. “We will all of us sup and sleep round the campfires.”


  “Nay, you and your lieutenant will sup with me. Afterwards you can join the men. By-the-by, there is an old woman here, who takes charge—or ought to take charge—of the Hebrew’s dwelling during his absence.”


  “I have not seen her,” said the officer.


  “True—but she will no doubt make her appearance soon. Let her come and go as she pleases without hindrance. It is not safe to thwart her, for her temper is none of the sweetest, and she is apt to scratch.”


  Supper was soon over, for the party had travelled all day, and were weary. When it was finished Cormac again cautioned the officers not to interfere with the old woman, for she was dangerous.


  “I will have a care,” said the officer, laughing, as he and his subaltern rose, bade their charge good-night, and took their leave.


  The instant they were gone Branwen pushed the plank-bridge across the chasm, and disappeared in the secret cave.


  Half an hour later the two officers were seated with some of the men at the camp-fire nearest the hut, making preparations for going to rest, when they were startled by the creaking of the hut door. To their intense surprise it opened wide enough to let a little old woman step out. She was much bent, wore an old grey shawl over her head, and leaned on a staff. For some moments she looked from side to side as if in search of something.


  “See! the old woman!” murmured the officer in a low whisper.


  “True, but we did not see her enter the hut,” replied the sub with a solemn look.


  In those days witchcraft was implicitly believed in, so, when they saw the old creature hobble towards them, they experienced feelings of alarm that had never yet affected their manly bosoms in danger or in war. Their faces paled a little, but their courage stood the test, for they sat still till she came close enough to let her piercing dark eyes be seen peering at them like those of a basilisk from out the folds of the shawl that enveloped her.


  “Y–you are the—the old woman, I suppose?” said the officer in a deferential tone.


  “Yes, I am the old woman, young man, and you will be an old woman too when you reach my time of life,” she replied, in a deep metallic voice.


  “I hope not,” returned the officer, sincerely.


  “At all events you’ll be a dead man before long if you don’t attend to what I say,” continued the woman. “Your young master in the hut there told me to tell you that he is tired and wants a good long rest, so you are not to disturb him in the morning till he calls you. D’you hear?”


  “I hear, and will obey.”


  “Eh? What? Speak out. I’m deaf.”


  “I hear, and will attend to your wishes.”


  “Humph! it will be worse for you if you don’t,” muttered the old hag, as she turned away, hobbled into the woods, and slowly disappeared.


  It need scarcely be said that the lieutenant and his sub did not sleep much that night. They discussed the subject of witches, their powers and propensities, and the bad luck likely to attend those who actually had the misfortune to see them, until the hair on their heads betrayed a tendency to rise, and the grey dawn began to appear. Then they lay down and indulged in some fitful slumber. But the discomforts of the night were as nothing to the anxieties of the morning, for the lazy Cormac seemed to have gone in for an extent of slumber that was out of all reason, considering his circumstances. The ordinary breakfast hour arrived, but there was no intimation of his having awoke. Hours passed, but there was no call from the hut, and the officer, with ever-increasing anxiety, bade his men to kick up a row—or words to that effect. No command they ever received was more easy of fulfilment. They laughed and talked; they cut down trees and cleaned their breakfast utensils with overwhelming demonstration; they shouted, they even sang and roared in chorus, but without effect. Noon arrived and passed, still Cormac slept on. It was worse than perplexing—it was becoming desperate!


  The officer commanding the party was a brave man; so was the sub. Their native courage overcame their superstitious fears.


  “I’ll be battle-axed!” exclaimed the first, using a very objectionable old British oath, “if I don’t rouse him, though all the witches in Albion should withstand me.”


  “And I’ll back you up,” said the sub with a frown that spoke volumes—perhaps, considering the times, we should have written—rolls of papyrus.


  Accordingly the two went towards the hut, with pluck and misgiving contending for the mastery.


  “Perchance the witch may have returned while we slept,” said the sub in a low voice.


  “Or she may have re-entered the hut invisibly—as she did at first,” replied the other.


  The door was found to be on the latch. The lieutenant opened it a little and peeped in.


  “Ho! Cormac!” he shouted; “hi! ho! hooroo hooh!” but he shouted in vain.


  Becoming accustomed to the dim light, he perceived that there was no one within to answer to the call, so he suddenly sprang in, followed by the sub and a few of the more daring spirits among the men.


  A hasty search revealed the fact that the lad was not to be seen. A more minute and thorough inspection showed clearly that no one was there. They did not, of course, discover the cave, for the plank had been removed, but they gazed solemnly into the depths of the dark chasm and wondered if poor Cormac had committed suicide there, or if the witch had murdered him and thrown him in. Having neither rope nor ladder, and the chasm appearing to be bottomless, they had no means of settling the question.


  But now a point of far greater moment pressed on their consideration. What was to be said to King Hudibras about the disappearance of the lad? Would he believe them? It was not likely. And, on the other hand, what would Gadarn say? Would he believe them? He might, indeed, for he knew them to be faithful, but that would not mitigate his wrath, and when he was roused by neglected duty they knew too well that their lives would hang on a thread. What was to be done? To go forward or backward seemed to involve death! One only resource was left, namely, for the whole band to go off on its own account and take to the woods as independent robbers—or hunters—or both combined.


  In an unenviable frame of mind the lieutenant and his sub sat down to the discussion of these knotty points and their mid-day meal.


  Meanwhile the witch, who had been the occasion of all this distress, having got out of sight in the woods, assumed a very upright gait and stepped out with a degree of bounding elasticity that would have done credit to a girl of nineteen.


  The sun was just rising in a flood of glorious light when she entered the suburbs of King Hudibras’ town—having previously resumed her stoop and hobbling gait.


  The king was lazy. He was still a-bed snoring. But the household was up and at breakfast, when the witch—passing the guards who looked upon her as too contemptible to question—knocked at the palace door. It was the back-door, for even at that time palaces had such convenient apertures, for purposes, no doubt, of undignified retreat. A menial answered the knock—after wearisome delay.


  “Is the Princess Hafrydda within?”


  “She is,” answered the menial, with a supercilious look, “but she is at breakfast, and does not see poor people at such an hour.”


  “Would she see rich people if they were to call at such an hour?” demanded the witch, sharply.


  “Per—perhaps she would,” replied the menial with some hesitation.


  “Then I’ll wait here till she has finished breakfast. Is the king up?”


  “N–no. He still slumbers.”


  “Hah! Like him! He was always lazy in the mornings. Go fetch me a stool.”


  The manner of the old woman with her magnificent dark eyes and deep metallic voice, and her evident knowledge of the king’s habits, were too much for the menial—a chord of superstition had been touched; it vibrated, and he was quelled. Humbly but quickly he fetched a stool.


  “Won’t you step in?” he said.


  “No, I’ll stop out!” she replied, and sat herself doggedly down, with the air of one who had resolved never more to go away.


  Meanwhile, in the breakfast room of the palace, which was on the ground floor—indeed, all the rooms of the palace were on the ground floor, for there was no upper one—the queen and her fair daughter Hafrydda were entertaining a stranger who had arrived the day before.


  He was an exceedingly handsome man of about six-and-twenty; moderately tall and strong, but with an air of graceful activity in all his movements that gave people, somehow, the belief that whatever he chose to attempt he could do. Both his olive complexion and his tongue betokened him a foreigner, for although the language he spoke was Albionic, it was what we now style broken—very much broken indeed. With a small head, short curly black hair, a very young beard, and small pointed moustache, fine intellectual features, and an expression of imperturbable good-humour, he presented an appearance which might have claimed the regard of any woman. At all events the queen had formed a very high opinion of him—and she was a woman of much experience, having seen many men in her day. Hafrydda, though, of course, not so experienced, fully equalled her mother, if she did not excel her, in her estimate of the young stranger.


  As we should be unintelligible if we gave the youth’s words in the broken dialect, we must render his speech in fair English.


  “I cannot tell how deeply I am grieved to hear this dreadful news of my dear friend,” he said, with a look of profound sorrow that went home to the mother’s heart.


  “And did you really come to this land for the sole purpose of seeing my dear boy?” asked the queen.


  “I did. You cannot imagine how much we loved each other. We were thrown together daily—almost hourly. We studied together; we competed when I was preparing for the Olympic games; we travelled in Egypt and hunted together. Indeed, if it had not been for my dear old mother, we should have travelled to this land in the same ship.”


  “Your mother did not wish you to leave her, I suppose?”


  “Nay, it was I who would not leave her. Her unselfish nature would have induced her to make any sacrifice to please me. It was only when she died that my heart turned with unusual longing to my old companion Bladud, and I made up my mind to quit home and traverse the great sea in search of him.”


  A grateful look shot from Hafrydda’s blue eyes, but it was lost on the youth, who sat gazing at the floor as if engrossed with his great disappointment.


  “I cannot understand,” he continued, in an almost reproachful tone, “how you could ever make up your minds to banish him, no matter how deadly the disease that had smitten him.”


  The princess’s fair face flushed deeply, and she shook back her golden curls—her eyes flashing as she replied—


  “We did not ‘make up our minds to banish him.’ The warriors and people would have compelled us to do it whether we liked or not, for they have heard, alas! of the terrible nature of the disease. But the dear boy, knowing this, went off in the night unknown to us, and without even saying farewell. We have sent out parties to search for him several times, but without success.”


  The youth was evidently affected by this burst of feeling.


  “Ah,” he returned, with a look of admiration at the princess, “that was like him—like his noble, self-denying nature. But I will find him out, you may depend on it, for I shall search the land in all directions till I discover his retreat. If King Hudibras will grant me a few men to help me—well. If not, I will do it by myself.”


  “Thank you, good Dromas, for your purpose and your sympathy,” said the queen. “The king will be only too glad to help you—but here he comes to speak for himself.”


  The curtain door was tossed aside at the moment, and Hudibras strode into the room with a beaming smile and a rolling gait that told of redundant health, and showed that the cares of state sat lightly on him.


  “Welcome, good Dromas, to our board. I was too sleepy to see much of you after your arrival last night. Mine eyes blinked like those of an owl. Kiss me, wife and daughter,” he added, giving the ladies a salute that resounded through the room. “Have they told you yet about our poor son Bladud?”


  The visitor had not time to reply, when a domestic appeared and said there was an old woman at the door who would not go away.


  “Give her some cakes and send her off!” cried the king with a frown.


  “But she will not go till she has had converse with the princess.”


  “I will go to her,” said Hafrydda, rising.


  “Ay, go, my girl, and if thy sweet tongue fails to prevail, stuff her mouth with meat and drink till she is too stout to walk. Come, my queen, what have we this morning for breakfast? The very talking of meat makes me hungry.”


  At this juncture several dogs burst into the room and gambolled with their royal master, as with one who is a familiar friend.


  When the princess reached the outer door she found the woman standing, and evidently in a rage.


  “Is this the way King Hudibras teaches his varlets to behave to poor people who are better than themselves?”


  “Forgive them, granny,” said the princess, who was inclined to laugh, but strove to keep her gravity, “they are but stupid rogues at worst.”


  “Nay, but they are sly rogues at best!” retorted the old woman. “The first that came, took me for a witch, and was moderately civil, but the second took away my stool and threatened to set the dogs at me.”


  “If this be so, I will have him cow-hided; but tell me—what would you with me? Can I help you? Is it food that you want, or rest?”


  “Truly it is both food and rest that I want, at the proper times, but what I want with you now, is to take me to your own room, and let me talk to you.”


  “That is a curious desire,” returned Hafrydda, smiling, “but I will not deny you. Come this way. Have you anything secret to tell me?” she asked, when they were alone.


  “Ay, that have I,” answered the woman in her natural voice, throwing off her shawl and standing erect.


  The princess remained speechless, for her friend Branwen stood before her.


  “Before I utter a word of explanation,” she said, “let me say that your brother is found, and safe, and well—or nearly so. This is the main thing, but I will not tell you anything more unless you give me your solemn promise not to tell a word of it all to any one till I give you leave. Do you promise?”


  Hafrydda was so taken aback that she could do nothing for some time but gaze in the girl’s face. Then she laughed in an imbecile sort of way. Then she burst into tears of joy, threw her arms round her friend’s neck, hugged her tight, and promised anything—everything—that she chose to demand.


  When, an hour later, the Princess Hafrydda returned to the breakfast room, she informed the king and queen that the old woman was not a beggar; that she had kept her listening to a long story about lost men and women and robbers; that she was a thorough deceiver; that some of the servants believed her to be a witch, and that she had sent her away.


  “With an invitation to come back again, I’ll be bound,” cried the king, interrupting. “It’s always your way, my girl,—any one can impose on you.”


  “Well, father, she did impose on me, and I did ask her to come back again.”


  “I knew it,” returned the king, with a loud laugh, “and she’ll come, for certain.”


  “She will, you may be quite sure of that,” rejoined the princess with a gleeful laugh, as she left the room.


  About the same time, the little old woman left the palace and returned to the hut of the Hebrew.


  Here, as she expected, she found that her escort had flown, and, a brief inspection of their footprints showed that, instead of proceeding towards the town, they had returned the way they came.
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  Chapter Twenty Six.


  Further Searchings and Perplexities.


  



  While these events were taking place at court, the bold chief Gadarn was ranging the country far and wide in search of his daughter Branwen.


  There was something in his manner which puzzled his followers not a little, for he seemed to have changed his character—at least to have added to it a strange, wild hilarity which suggested the idea that he enjoyed the hunt and was in no hurry that it should come to an end. Those who knew him best began at last to fear that anxiety had unsettled his reason, and Bladud, who liked the man’s gay, reckless disposition and hearty good-humour, intermingled with occasional bursts of fierce passion, was not only puzzled but distressed by the wild inconsistency of his proceedings. The Hebrew, knowing to some extent the cause of what he did, and feeling bound by his promise to conceal his knowledge, was reduced to a state of mind that is not describable.


  On the one hand there was the mystery of Cormac’s total disappearance in a short walk of three miles. On the other hand, there was the utter uselessness of searching for Branwen, yet the urgent need of searching diligently for Cormac. Then there was the fear of consequences when the fiery Gadarn should come to find out how he had been deceived, or rather, what moderns might style humbugged; add to which he was debarred the solace of talking the subject over with Bladud, besides being, in consequence of his candid disposition, in danger of blurting out words that might necessitate a revelation. One consequence was that, for the time at least, the grave and amiable Hebrew became an abrupt, unsociable, taciturn man.


  “What ails you just now, Beniah?” asked Bladud, one evening as they walked together to Gadarn’s booth, having been invited to supper. “You seem out of condition mentally, if not bodily, as if some one had rubbed you the wrong way.”


  “Do I?” answered Beniah, with a frown and something between a grin and a laugh. “Well, it is not easy to understand one’s mental complaints, much less to explain them.”


  Fortunately their arrival at the booth put a timely end to the conversation.


  “Ha! my long-legged prince and stalwart Hebrew!” cried the jovial chief in a loud voice, “I began to fear that you had got lost—as folk seem prone to do in this region—or had forgotten all about us! Come in and sit ye down. Ho! varlet, set down the victuals. After all, you are just in the nick of time. Well, Beniah, what think you of our search to-day? Has it been close? Is it likely that we have missed any of the caves or cliffs where robbers might be hiding?”


  “I think not. It seems to me that we have ransacked every hole and corner in which there is a chance that the lad could be found.”


  “The lad!” exclaimed Gadarn.


  “I—I mean—your daughter,” returned the Hebrew, quickly.


  “Why don’t you say what you mean, then? One expects a man of your years to talk without confusion—or is it that you are really more anxious about finding the boy than my girl?”


  “Nay, that be far from me,” answered the Hebrew. “To say truth, I am to the full as anxious to find the one as the other, for it matters not which you—”


  “Matters not!” repeated Gadarn, fiercely.


  “Well, of course, I mean that my friendship for you and Bladud makes me wish to see you each satisfied by finding both the boy and the girl.”


  “For my part,” said Bladud, quietly, “I sincerely hope that we may find them both, for we are equally anxious to do so.”


  “Equally!” exclaimed Gadarn, with a look of lofty surprise. “Dost mean to compare your regard for your young friend with a father’s love for his only child!”


  The prince did not easily take offence, but he could not refrain from a flush and a frown as he replied, sharply—


  “I make no useless comparisons, chief. It is sufficient that we are both full of anxiety, and are engaged in the same quest.”


  “Ay, the same quest—undoubtedly,” observed the Hebrew in a grumbling, abstracted manner.


  “If it were possible,” returned Gadarn, sternly, “to give up the search for your boy and confine it entirely to my girl, I would do so. But as they went astray about the same place, we are compelled, however little we like it, to hunt together.”


  “Not compelled, chief,” cried Bladud, with a look and a flash in his blue eye which presaged a sudden rupture of friendly relations. “We can each go our own way and hunt on our own account.”


  “Scarcely,” replied the chief, “for if you found my daughter, you would be bound in honour to deliver her up; and if I found your boy, I should feel myself bound to do the same.”


  “It matters not a straw which is found,” cried the Hebrew, exasperated at the prospect of a quarrel between the two at such an inopportune moment. “Surely, as an old man, I have the right to remonstrate with you for encouraging anything like disagreement when our success in finding the boy,—I—I mean the girl,—depends—”


  A burst of laughter from the chief cut him short.


  “You don’t seem to be quite sure of what you mean,” he cried, “or to be able to say it. Come, come, prince, if the Hebrew claims a right to remonstrate because he is twenty years or so older than I am, surely I may claim the same right, for I am full twenty years older than you. Is it seemly to let your hot young blood boil over at every trifle? Here, let me replenish your platter, for it is ill hunting after man, woman, or beast without a stomach full of victuals.”


  There was no resisting the impulsive chief.


  Both his guests cleared their brows and laughed—though there was still a touch of exasperation in the Hebrew’s tone.


  While the search was being thus diligently though needlessly prosecuted in the neighbourhood of the Hot Swamp by Gadarn, who was dearly fond of a practical joke, another chief, who was in no joking humour, paid a visit one evening to his mother. Perhaps it is unnecessary to say that this chief was Gunrig.


  “From all that I see and hear, mother,” he said, walking up and down the room, as was his habit, with his hands behind him, “it is clear that if I do not go about it myself, the king will let the matter drop; for he is convinced that the girl has run off with some fellow, and will easily make her way home.”


  “Don’t you think he may be right, my son?”


  “No, I don’t, my much-too-wise mother. I know the girl better than that. It is enough to look in her face to know that she could not run away with any fellow!”


  “H’m!” remarked the woman significantly.


  “What say you?” demanded the chief, sharply.


  “I scarcely know what to say. Perhaps the best thing to do would be to take a band of our own men and go off in search of the girl yourself.”


  “That’s just what I’ve made up my mind to do; but I wanted to see if Hudibras would get up a band to join mine, for I dare not take many away from the town when that scoundrel Addedomar is threatening to make a raid upon us.”


  “My son,” said the woman anxiously, “what threatened raid do you speak of?”


  “Did you not hear? Since the last time we gave that robber a drubbing at the Hot Swamp, he has taken to the woods and gathered together a large band of rascals like himself. We would not have minded that—for honest men are always numerous enough to keep villains in order—but two chiefs who have long been anxious to take possession of the land round the Swamp have agreed to join with him, so that they form a formidable body of warriors—too large to be treated with contempt.”


  “This is bad news, Gunrig. How does the king take it?”


  “In his usual way. He does not believe in danger or mischief till it has overtaken him, and it is almost too late for action. There is one hope, however, that he will be induced to move in time. A young fellow has come from the far East, who was a great friend of that long-legged fellow Bladud, and he is bent on finding out where his friend has gone. Of course the king is willing to let him have as many men as he wants, though he sternly refuses to let Bladud return home; and I hope to induce this youth—Dromas, they call him—to join me, so that we may search together; for, of course, the search for the man may result in finding the girl. My only objection is that if we do find Bladud, I shall have to fight and kill him—unless the leprosy has happily killed him already. So, now, I will away and see what can be done about this hunt. My object in coming was to get my men, and to warn those left in charge of the town to keep a keen look-out for Addedomar, for he is a dangerous foe. Farewell, mother.”


  The woman was not addicted to the melting mood. She merely nodded as her son went out.


  In pursuance of this plan, a band of about two hundred warriors was raised, armed, and provisioned for a long journey. Gunrig put himself at the head of a hundred and fifty of these, and Dromas, being a skilled warrior, was given command of the remaining fifty, with Captain Arkal, who begged to be allowed to go as his lieutenant, and little Maikar as one of his fighting men.


  The orders were, that they should start off in the direction of the Hot Swamp, searching the country as they went, making diligent inquiries at the few villages they might pass, and questioning all travellers whom they might chance to meet with by the way. If Branwen should be found, she was to be sent back escorted by a detachment of a hundred men. If the retreat of Bladud should be discovered, news of the fact was to be sent to the king, and the prince was to be left there in peace with any of the men who might volunteer to live with him. But on no account were they or Bladud to return to Hudibras’ town as long as there was the least danger of infection.


  “Is he never to return?” asked the queen, whimpering, when she heard these orders given.


  “No, never!” answered the king in that awful tone which the poor queen knew too well meant something like a decree of Fate.


  “Oh, father!” remonstrated Hafrydda—and Dromas loved her for the remonstrance—“not even if he is cured?”


  “Well, of course, if he is cured, my child, that alters the case. But how am I to know that he is cured?—who is to judge? Our court doctor knows as much about it as a sucking pig—perhaps less!”


  “Perhaps the Hebrew knows,” suggested Hafrydda—and Dromas loved her for the suggestion!


  “Ah, to be sure! I forgot the Hebrew. You may call at his hut in passing and take him with you, if he has come home yet. He’s an amiable old man, and may consent to go. If not—make him. Away! and cease to worry me. That’s the way to get rid of business, my queen; isn’t it?”


  “Certainly—it is one way,” answered the queen, turning to the two commanders. “Go, and my blessing go with you!”


  “Success attend you!” murmured the princess, glancing timidly at Dromas—and as Dromas gazed upon her fair face, and golden curls, and modest mien, he felt that he loved her for herself!


  Success did not, however, attend them at first, for on reaching the Hebrew’s hut they found it empty, and no amount of shouting availed to call Beniah from the “vasty deep” of the chasm, or the dark recesses of the secret chamber.


  Pursuing their way, therefore, the small army was soon lost to view in the forest.
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  Chapter Twenty Seven.


  Cross Purposes and Complications.


  



  We turn now to another scene in the wild-woods, not far distant from the Hot Swamp.


  It is a thickly-wooded hollow on the eastern slopes of the high ridge that bounds one side of the valley of the Springs. Sturdy oaks, tall poplars, lordly elms and beeches, cast a deep shade over the spot which was rendered almost impenetrable by dense underwood. Even in brightest sunshine light entered it with difficulty, and in gloomy weather a sort of twilight constantly prevailed, while at night the place became the very abode of thick darkness.


  In this retreat was assembled, one gloomy afternoon, a large body of armed men, not connected with the searching parties which had been ransacking the region in the vain duplex search which we have tried to describe. It was a war-party under the command of Addedomar the outlaw—if we may thus characterise a man in a land where there was little or no law of any kind, save that of might.


  It was a strong band, numbering nearly four hundred warriors, all of whom were animated with the supposed-to-be noble desire to commit theft on a very large scale. It is true, they called it “conquest,” which word in those days, as in modern times even among civilised people, meant killing many of the natives of a place and taking possession of their lands. Then—as now—this was sometimes styled “right of conquest,” and many people thought then, as some think even now, that by putting this word “right” before “conquest” they made it all right! and had somehow succeeded in abrogating the laws, “Thou shalt not steal,” and “Do to others as thou wouldest have others do to thee,” laws which were written by God in the human understanding long before Moses descended with the decalogue from Sinai.


  However, as we have said, there was little or no law in the land of old Albion at the time of which we write, so that we can scarcely wonder at the aspirations of the band under Addedomar—aspirations which were to the full as strong—perhaps even as noble—as those of Alexander the Great or the first Napoleon.


  It had been ascertained by some stray hunter of Addedomar’s party that considerable bands of men were ranging the valley of the Springs and its neighbourhood in search of something or some one, and that they went about usually in small detached parties. The stray hunter, with an eye, doubtless, to his personal interest, conveyed the news to the robber chief, who, having made secret and extensive preparations, happened at the time to be on his way to raid the territories of King Hudibras, intending to take the town of Gunrig as a piece of by-play in passing.


  Here, however, was an opportunity of striking a splendid blow without travelling so far. By keeping his force united, and sending a number of scouts in advance, he could attack and overwhelm the scattered detachments in succession. He, therefore, in the meantime, abandoned his original plan, and turned aside to the neighbourhood of the Hot Swamp. There he remained in the sequestered hollow, which has been described, awaiting the return of his scouts. There was no difficulty in feeding an army in those days, for the forests of Albion abounded with game, and the silent bow, unlike the noisy fire-arm, could be used effectively without betraying the presence of the hunter.


  The eyes of Addedomar opened wider and wider as his scouts dropped in one by one, and his heart beat high with glee and hope at the news they brought, for it opened up a speedy conquest in detail of more foes than he had counted on meeting with, and left the prospect of his afterwards carrying into execution his original plan.


  The first scout brought the intelligence that it was not the men of King Hudibras who were in the neighbourhood, but those of Gadarn, the great chief of the far north, who had come there with an armed force in search of his daughter—she having gone lost, stolen, or strayed in the wilderness.


  “Is the band a large one?” demanded Addedomar.


  “It is; but not so large as ours, and it is weakened every day by being sent into the woods in different directions and in three detachments.”


  “Excellent! Ha! we will join Gadarn in this search, not only for his daughter, but for himself, and we will double the number of his detachments when we meet them, by slicing each man in two.”


  A loud laugh greeted this pleasantry, for robbers were easily tickled in those days.


  “I also discovered,” continued the scout, “that there is search being made at the same time for some boy or lad, who seems to have disappeared, or run away, or been caught by robbers.”


  Again there was a laugh at the idea that there were other robbers about besides themselves, but the chief checked them.


  “Did you find out anything else about this lad?” he asked.


  “Only that he seemed from his dress to be a hunter.”


  Addedomar frowned and looked at the ground for some moments in meditation.


  “I’m convinced,” he said at last, “that this lad is none other than the girl who escaped in the hunting dress of my young brother, just the day before I returned to camp. Mother was not as careful as she might have been at that time, and lost me a pretty wife. Good! Things are turning out well to-day. We will rout Gadarn, find his daughter and this so-called lad, and then I shall have two wives instead of one.”


  The robber chief had just come to this satisfactory conclusion, when another scout arrived.


  “How now, varlet? Do you bring good news?”


  “That depends on what you consider good,” answered the scout, panting. “I have just learned that a large body of King Hudibras’ men—about two hundred, I believe—is on its way to the Swamp to search for his son Bladud—”


  “What! the giant whom we have heard tell of—who gave Gunrig such a drubbing?”


  “The same. It seems that he has been smitten with leprosy, has been banished from court, and has taken up his abode somewhere near the Swamp.”


  “But if he has been banished, why do they send out to search for him, I wonder?” said the robber chief.


  “It is said,” returned the scout, “that a friend of Bladud from the far East wants to find him.”


  “Good! This is rare good luck. We, too, will search for Bladud and slay him. It is not every day that a man has the chance to kill a giant with leprosy, and a king’s son into the bargain.”


  “I also learned,” continued the scout, “that some lady of the court has fled, and the army is to search of her too.”


  “What! more women? Why, it seems as if these woods here must be swarming with them. I should not wonder, too, if it was Hudibras’ own daughter that has run away. Not unlikely, for the king is well known to be a tyrannical old fellow. H’m! we will search for her also. If we find them all, I shall have more than enough of wives—the king’s daughter, and Gadarn’s daughter, and this run-away-lad, whoever she may be! Learned you anything more?”


  “Nothing more, except that Gadarn intends to make an early start to-morrow morning.”


  “It is well. We, also, will make an early—an even earlier—start to-morrow morning. To your food, now, my men, and then—to rest!”


  While the robber chief was thus conversing with his scouts, two men were advancing through the forest, one of whom was destined to interfere with the plans which were so well conceived by Addedomar. These were our friends Arkal and Maikar.


  Filled with a sort of wild romance, which neither the waves of the sea nor the dangers of the land could abate, these two shipmates marched through the woods all unconscious, of course, of the important part they were destined to play in that era of the world’s history. The two sailors were alone, having obtained leave to range right and left in advance of the column to which they were attached, for the purpose of hunting.


  “We are not much to boast of in the way of shooting,” remarked Arkal; “but the troops don’t know that, and good luck may prevent them finding it out.”


  “Just so,” returned Maikar, “good luck may also bring us within arrow-shot of a wolf. I have set my heart on taking home a wolf-skin to that little woman with the black eyes that I’ve spoken to you about sometimes.”


  “Quite right, young man,” said the captain, in an approving tone. “Nothing pleases folk so much as to find that they have been remembered by you when far away. Moreover, I think you stand a good chance, for I saw two wolves the other day when I was rambling about, but they were out of range.”


  Chance or luck—whichever it was—did not bring a wolf within range that day, but it brought what was more important and dangerous—namely, a large brown bear. The animal was seated under a willow tree, with its head on one side as if in meditation, when the men came upon it. An intervening cliff had prevented the bear from hearing the footsteps of the men, and both parties, being taken by surprise, stared at each other for a moment in silence.


  No word was spoken, but next instant the bear ran at them, and stood up on its hind legs, according to bear-nature, to attack. At the same moment both men discharged arrows at it with all their force. One arrow stuck in the animal’s throat, the other in his chest. But bears are proverbially hard to kill, and no vital part had been reached. Dropping their bows, the men turned and made for the nearest trees. They separated in doing so, and the bear lost a moment or two in making up its mind which to follow. Fortunately it decided in favour of Maikar. Had it followed Arkal, it would have caught him, for the captain, not being as agile as might be wished, missed his first spring up his tree, and slid back to the bottom.


  Maikar, on the other hand, went up like a squirrel. Now, the little seaman had been told that some kinds of bears can climb while others cannot. Remembering the fact, he glanced anxiously down, as he went up. To his horror he saw that this bear could climb! and that his only chance would be to climb so high, that the branches which would bear his weight would not support the bear. It was a forlorn hope, but he resolved to try it.


  Arkal, in the meantime, had recovered breath and self-possession. Seeing the danger of his comrade, he boldly dropped to the ground, picked up his bow, ran under the other tree, and sent an arrow deep into the bear’s flank. With a savage growl, the animal looked round, saw the captain getting ready a second arrow, and immediately began to descend. This rather disconcerted Arkal, who discharged his arrow hastily and missed.


  Dropping his bow a second time he ran for dear life to his own tree and scrambled up. But he need not have been in such haste, for although some bears can ascend trees easily, they are clumsy and slow in descending. Consequently the captain was high up before his enemy began to climb. That was of little advantage, however, for in a few moments the bear would have been up with him, had not Maikar, moved by the consideration no doubt, that one good turn deserves another, dropped quickly to the ground, picked up his bow and repeated the captain’s operation, with even more telling effect, for his arrow made the bear so furious, that he turned round to bite it. In doing so he lost his hold, and fell to the ground with such a thud, that he drove the arrow further into him, and a vicious squeal out of him.


  At this point little Maikar resolved to vary the plan of action. He stood his ground manfully, and, when the bear arose with a somewhat confused expression, he planted another arrow up to the feathers in its chest. Still the creature was unsubdued. It made a rush, but the sailor sprang lightly behind a tree, getting ready an arrow as he did so. When the animal rushed at him again, it received the shaft deep in the left shoulder, so that, with blood pouring from its many wounds, it stumbled and fell at its next rush.


  Seeing how things were going, you may be sure that Arkal did not remain an idle spectator. He dropped again from the outer end of the bough he had reached, and when the bear rose once more to its feet, it found a foe on either side of it.


  “Don’t shoot together,” panted Maikar, for all this violent action was beginning to tell on him. “Do you shoot first.”


  This was said while the bear was in a state of indecision.


  The captain obeyed and put another arrow in its neck. The bear turned savagely on him, thus exposing its side to Maikar, who took swift advantage of the chance, and, sending an arrow straight to its heart, turned it over dead!


  It must be remarked here, that all this shooting was done at such close range that, although the two seamen were, as we have said, rather poor shots, they had little difficulty in hitting so large an object.


  “Now, then, out with your knife and off with the claws for the little woman at home with the black eyes,” said Arkal, wiping the perspiration from his brow, “and be quick about it, so as to have it done before the troops come up.”


  The little man was not long in accomplishing the job, and he had just put the claws in his pouch, and was standing up to wipe his knife, when the captain suddenly grasped his arm and drew him behind the trunk of a tree, from which point of vantage he cautiously gazed with an anxious expression and a dark frown.
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  Chapter Twenty Eight.


  Enemies, Friends, Scouts, Skirmishes, and Councils of War.


  



  Arkal’s attention had been arrested by the figure of a man who suddenly appeared from behind a cliff not four hundred yards distant from the scene of their recent exploit. The stealthy manner in which the man moved among the bushes, and the earnest gaze which he directed from time to time in one particular direction, showed clearly that he was watching the movements of something—it might be a deer or an enemy.


  “Evidently he has not seen us,” whispered Maikar.


  “Clear enough that, for he is not looking this way,” returned Arkal. “He presents his back to us in a careless way, which he would hardly do if he knew that two crack bowmen were a hundred yards astern of him.”


  “Shall I shoot him?” whispered Maikar, preparing his weapons.


  “He may be a friend,” returned the captain. “But, see! yonder comes what interests him so much. Look!”


  He pointed to a distant ridge, over the brow of which the head of Gunrig’s column of men was just appearing.


  “He is a scout!” exclaimed Maikar.


  “Ay, and you may be sure that an enemy is not far off ahead of our column—unless, perchance, he may be the scout of some tribe friendly to the king. Hold your hand, Maikar. You are ever too ready to fight. Listen, now; yonder is a convenient hollow where I may get into the thick wood unseen by this scout, and run back to warn our friends. Ahead, yonder, is a narrow pass which leads, no doubt, into the next valley. Run you, as fast as your legs can wag, get through that pass, and see what you can see. In the nature of things the scout is almost sure to return through it, if he intends to carry the news of our approach to his people, who are probably there. You must hide and do the best you can to prevent him from doing this—either by killing him or knocking him down. Be off, we have no time to lose.”


  “But how if he should be a friend?” asked Maikar with a smile. “How am I to find out?”


  Arkal paused and was perplexed.


  “You must just exercise your wisdom,” he replied. “If the fellow has an ill-looking countenance, kill him. If he looks a sensible sort of man, stretch him out somehow. I would offer to go instead of you, being more of a match for him, but I could not match his legs or yours, so it might well chance that he would reach the pass before me.”


  “Pooh, captain,” retorted Maikar, with a look of scorn. “Ye think too much of yourself, and are unwarrantably puffed up about the advantage of size.”


  Without a reply—save a grin—Arkal turned, and, jumping into the bushes, was immediately out of sight. His comrade, before starting off to carry out his part of the programme, took a good look at the scout whom he was bound to circumvent.


  He was evidently a tall, powerful man, armed with a bow, a short sword, and a stout staff somewhat longer than himself. That he was also a brave and cool man seemed probable, from the fact that, instead of hurrying off hastily to warn his friends that troops were in sight, he stood calmly leaning on his staff as if for the purpose of ascertaining the exact number of the strangers before reporting them.


  He was still engaged in this inspection when Maikar started off and fled on the wings of hope and excitement toward the pass. Arrived there, his first glance revealed to him the troops of Addedomar busy with their evening meal in the valley below.


  “The question is, are they friends or foes?” thought the little seaman. “H’m! it’s an awkward thing for a poor fellow not to be quite sure whether to prepare for calms or squalls. Such a misfortune never could befall one at sea. Well, I must just take them to be foes till they prove themselves to be friends. And this scout, what in the world am I to do about him? I have no heart to hide in the bushes and shoot him dead as he passes.”


  The little man had probably forgotten his readiness to shoot the scout in the back only a few minutes before—but is not mankind at large prone to inconsistency at times?


  “I know what I’ll do,” he muttered, pursuing his thoughts, and nodding his head, as he stepped aside into the shrubbery that clothed the slopes of the pass.


  Cutting down a suitable branch from a tree, he quickly stripped off the smaller branches and reduced it to a staff about six feet in length. Then, hiding himself behind a part of the cliff which abutted close on the footpath that had been worn through the pass by men and wild animals, he laid his bow and quiver at his feet and awaited the coming of the scout.


  He had not to wait long, for that worthy, having ascertained the size of the invading band, came down the pass at a swinging trot. Just as he passed the jutting rock his practised eye caught sight of Maikar in time to avoid the blow of the pole or staff, which was aimed at his head, but not to escape the dig in the ribs with which the little man followed it up.


  Instantly the scout’s right hand flew to his quiver, but before he could fix an arrow another blow from the staff broke the bow in his left hand.


  Blazing with astonishment and wrath at such rough treatment from so small a man, he stepped back, drew his sword and glared at his opponent.


  Maikar also stepped back a pace or two and held up his hand as if for a truce.


  “I too have a sword,” he said, pointing to the weapon, “and can use it, but I have no desire to slay you till I know whether you are friend or foe.”


  “Slay me! thou insignificant rat!” cried the scout in savage fury. “Even if we were friends I would have to pay thee for that dig in the ribs and the broken bow. But I scorn to take advantage of such a squirrel. Have at thee with my staff!”


  Running at him as he spoke, the scout delivered a blow that would have acted like the hammer of Thor had it taken effect, but the seaman deftly dipped his head and the blow fell on a neighbouring birch, and a foot or so of the staff snapped off. What remained, however, was still a formidable weapon, but before the scout could use it he received another dig in the ribs which called forth a yell of indignation rather than of pain.


  The appropriateness of the name squirrel now became apparent, for Maikar even excelled that agile creature in the rapidity with which he waltzed round the sturdy scout and delivered his stinging little blows. To do the scout justice, he played his part like a brave and active warrior, so that it seemed to rain blows and digs in all directions, and, once or twice, as by a miracle, Maikar escaped what threatened to be little, if at all, short of extermination. As in running, so in fighting, it is the pace that kills. After five minutes or so both combatants were winded. They separated, as if by mutual consent, and, leaning on their staves, panted vehemently.


  Then at it they went again.


  “Thou little scrap of a pig’s snout, come on,” shouted the scout in huge disdain.


  “Thou big skinful of pride! look out!” cried Maikar, rendering the adoption of his own advice impossible by thrusting the butt of his staff against the scout’s nose, and thereby filling his eyes with water. At the next moment he rendered him still more helpless by bestowing a whack on his crown which laid him flat on the footpath.


  A cheer behind him at that moment caused the little man to look round, when he found that the head of Gunrig’s column, led by Arkal, had come up just in time to witness the final blow.


  They were still crowding round the fallen man, and asking hurried questions about him, when a voice from the heights above hailed them. Instantly a score or two of arrows were pointed in that direction.


  “Hold your hands, men!” shouted Gunrig. “I know that voice—ay, and the face too. Is it not the white beard of our friend the Hebrew that I see?”


  A few minutes more proved that he was right, for the well-known figure of Beniah descended the sides of the pass.


  The news he brought proved to be both surprising and perplexing, for up to that moment Gunrig had been utterly ignorant of the recent arrival of Gadarn from the far north in search of his lost daughter, though of course he was well aware of the various unsuccessful efforts that had been made by King Hudibras in that direction. Moreover, he chanced to be not on the best of terms with Gadarn just at that time. Then the fact that Bladud had recovered his health and was actively engaged in the search—not, indeed, so much for Branwen as for a youth named Cormac—was also surprising as well as disagreeable news to Gunrig.


  “And who is this Cormac in whom the prince seems to be so interested?” he asked.


  Here poor Beniah, held fast by his solemn promise, was compelled to give an evasive answer.


  “All that I can tell about him,” he replied, “is that he is a kind young fellow to whose attention and nursing the prince thinks himself indebted for his life. But had we not better question this young man?” he added, turning to the scout. “I have heard rumours about robbers lurking somewhere hereabouts—hence my coming out alone to scout the country round, little dreaming that I should find the men of King Hudibras so near.”


  “If robbers are said to be hereabouts,” broke in Maikar at this point, “I can tell you where to find them, I think, for I saw a band of men in the hollow just beyond this pass.”


  “Say you so?” exclaimed Gunrig; “fetch the prisoner here.”


  The scout, who had recovered his senses by that time, was led forward, but doggedly refused to give any information.


  “Kindle a fire, men; we will roast him alive, and perhaps that will teach him to speak.”


  It was by no means unusual for men in those days to use torture for the purpose of extracting information from obstinate prisoners. At first the man maintained his resolution, but when he saw that his captors were in earnest, and about to light the fire, his courage failed him. He confessed that he was a scout, and that Addedomar was there with several other well-known chiefs and a body of four hundred men.


  Thereupon the man was bound and put in the safe keeping of several men whose lives were to be forfeited if he should escape. Then Gunrig, Dromas, Beniah, Arkal, Maikar, and several other chief men retired under a tree to hold a council of war. Their deliberations resulted in the following conclusions.


  First, that the number of warriors at their disposal, counting those of King Hudibras and those under Gadarn, amounted to a sufficient force wherewith to meet the invaders in open fight; second, that a junction between their forces must be effected that night, for, according to usual custom in such circumstances, the enemy would be pretty sure to attack before daybreak in the morning; and, third, that what was to be done must be set about as soon as darkness favoured their operations.


  “You can guide us in the dark, I suppose,” said Gunrig, turning to Beniah.


  “Ay, as well almost as in the light,” replied the Hebrew.


  “Let the men feed, then, and be ready for the signal to start,” said the chief to his officers, “and see that no louder noise be heard than the crunching of their jaws.”


  The night was favourable to their enterprise. The moon was indeed risen, but clouds entirely hid it, yet allowed a soft light to pass through which rendered objects close at hand quite visible. Before midnight they started on the march in profound silence, and, led by Beniah, made a wide détour which brought them to the encampment of Gadarn. As may easily be understood, that chief was well pleased at the turn events had taken, for, to say truth, his little joke of trotting Beniah about the land and keeping him in perplexity, had begun to pall, and he had for some days past been hunting about for a plausible excuse for abandoning the search and going to visit King Hudibras.


  His difficulty in this matter was increased by his unwillingness to reveal the true state of matters to Bladud, yet he knew that unless he did so the prince would utterly refuse to abandon the search for Cormac. Another thing that perplexed the chief greatly was—how the Hebrew, knowing Branwen as he did, had failed to recognise her in the lad Cormac, for of course he knew nothing of the promise that held the Hebrew’s lips tied; his daughter—who was as fond of a joke as himself—having taken care not to reveal all the complications that had arisen in regard to herself.


  The sudden appearance, therefore, of foes with whom he could fight proved to be a sort of fortunate safety-valve, and, besides, he had the comfort of thinking that he would fight in a good cause, for the region of the Hot Swamp belonged to his friend Hudibras, and this robber Addedomar was a notorious rascal who required extirpating, while the chiefs who had joined him were little better.


  The council of war that was hastily called included Bladud, who was sent for, being asleep in his own booth when the party arrived. The council chamber was under an old oak tree.


  When Bladud came forward he was suddenly struck motionless and glared as if he had seen a ghost. For the first time in his life he felt an emotion of supernatural fear—for there, in the flesh apparently, stood his friend Dromas.


  A smile from the latter reassured him. Leaping forward he seized his friend’s hand, but the impulsive Greek was not to be put off thus. He threw an arm round the prince’s neck and kissed his cheek.


  “Dromas!” cried Bladud, “can it be? Am I dreaming?”


  “This is all very well,” interrupted the impatient Gadarn, “and I have no doubt you are excellent friends though somewhat demonstrative, but we are holding a council of war—not of affection—and as the enemy may be close at hand it behoves us to be smart. Shake hands, Gunrig; you and I must be friends when we fight on the same side. Now, let us to work. Who is to have the chief command?”


  By universal desire the council appointed Gadarn.


  “Well, then,” said the commander-in-chief, “this is my view: Addedomar will come expecting to find us all asleep. He will find us all very wide awake. There is a slope in front of this camp leading down to the Swamp. At the bottom is a nice level piece of flat land, bordering on the Swamp, that seems just made for a battlefield. We will drive him and his men down the slope on to that flat, from which, after giving them the toothache, we will drive them into the Swamp, and as close up to the spring-head as we can, so that they may be half boiled alive, if possible. Those who escape the Swamp will find men ambushed on the other side who will drive them into the river. Those who escape the river may go home and take my blessing along with them.”


  “Then do you intend to divide our troops into two bodies?” asked Bladud.


  “Of course I do. We can’t have an ambush without dividing, can we?”


  “Division means weakness,” observed Gunrig.


  “You were ever obstinate, Gunrig,” said Gadarn, sharply.


  “Division sometimes means strength,” said Dromas in a conciliatory tone, for he was anxious at least to prevent division in the council. “As Addedomar is ignorant of the strength of our force, his being attacked unexpectedly, and in the dark, by two or three bands at once, from different quarters, will do much to demoralise his men and throw them into confusion.”


  “Right, my young friend,” rejoined Gadarn; “though you do speak in the tones of one who has been born under other stars, there is sense in your head. That is the very thing I mean to do. We will divide into four bands. I will keep the biggest at the camp to drive them down the slope and begin the fight. Prince Bladud will take one detachment round through the woods to the river and fall upon them from that side. Gunrig, who I know loves the post of danger, will go down between the two mounds and meet the enemy right in the teeth when they are being driven out upon the flat land, and Dromas, as he seems to be a knowing man, might take the ambush on the other side of the Swamp.”


  “Nay, if I may choose, I would rather fight under my friend Bladud.”


  “Be it so. Settle that among yourselves. Only I must have Konar with me, for he knows the Swamp well and can roar splendidly. All the enemy below a certain point of courage will turn and split off when they hear his yell. I’m going to make him keep it for them as a little treat at the last. The Hebrew will also keep by me. Now marshal your men and take them off at once. We shan’t have to wait long, for Addedomar is an active villain.”
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  Chapter Twenty Nine.


  The Battle of the Springs.


  



  Gadarn was right. The robber chief was very early astir that morning, and marched with his host so silently through the forest, that the very birds on the boughs gave them, as they passed underneath, but a sleepy wink of one eye and thrust their beaks again under their wings.


  Not knowing the country thoroughly, however, Addedomar met some slight obstructions, which, necessitating occasional détours from the straight path, delayed him a little, so that it was very near dawn when he reached the neighbourhood of Gadarn’s camp. Hesitation in the circumstances he knew would be ruinous; he therefore neglected the precaution of feeling his way by sending scouts in advance, and made straight for the enemy’s camp. Scouts previously sent out had ascertained its exact position, so that he had no doubt of effecting a complete surprise.


  Many noted battles have been fought and described in this world, but few, if any, we should think, will compare with the famous battle of the Springs in the completeness of the victory.


  Coming out upon the flat which Gadarn had determined should be the battle-field, and to the left of which the hot springs that caused the swamp were flowing, Addedomar marshalled his men for the final assault. Before reaching the flat they had passed almost within bow-shot of the spot where Gunrig and his men lay in ambush, and that chief might easily have fallen upon and killed many of them, had he not been restrained by the strict orders of Gadarn to let them pass on to the camp unmolested. It is true Gunrig found it very hard to hold his hand, but as Gadarn had been constituted commander-in-chief without a dissentient voice, in virtue of his superior intelligence and indomitable resolution, he felt bound to obey.


  Bladud and his friend Dromas, with their contingent, being at the lower end of the flat and far out of bow-shot, were not thus tempted to disobey orders. The ambuscade on the other side of the Swamp had been put under the command of Captain Arkal, with Maikar for his lieutenant. Being entirely ignorant of what was going on, the men of this contingent lay close, abiding their time.


  Inaction, during the development of some critical manoeuvre, while awaiting the signal to be up and doing, is hard to bear. Arkal and his men whiled away the time in whispered conversations, which related more or less to the part they were expected to play.


  “If any of the robbers reach this side of the swamp alive,” remarked Arkal, “there will be no need to kill them.”


  “What then? would you let them escape?” asked Maikar in surprise.


  “Not on this side of the river,” returned the captain. “But we might drive them into it, and as it is in roaring flood just now, most of them will probably be drowned. The few who escape will do us service by telling the tale of their defeat to their friends.”


  He ceased to whisper, for just then the dawning light showed them the dusky forms of the enemy stealing noiselessly but swiftly over the flat.


  At their head strode Addedomar and a few of his stoutest men. Reaching the slope that led to the camp the four hundred men rushed up, still, however, in perfect silence, expecting to take their victims by surprise. But before they gained the summit a body of men burst out from the woods on either side of the track, and leaped upon them with a prolonged roar that must have been the rudimentary form of a British cheer.


  The effect on the robbers was tremendous. On beholding the huge forms of Gadarn, Konar, and Beniah coming on in front they turned and fled like autumn leaves before a gale, without waiting even to discharge a single arrow. The courageous Addedomar was overwhelmed by the panic and carried away in the rush. Gadarn, supposing that the attack would have been made earlier and in the dark, had left the bows of his force behind, intending to depend entirely on swords and clubs. But he found that the robbers were swift of foot and that terror lent wings, for they did not overtake them at once. Down the slope went the robbers, and down went the roaring northmen, until both parties swept out upon the flat below.


  They did not scatter, however. Addedomar’s men had been trained to keep together even in flight, and they now made for the gully between the mounds, their chief intending to face about there and show fight on the slopes of the pass. But the flying host had barely entered it, when they were assaulted and driven back by the forces under Gunrig, who went at them with a shout that told of previous severe restraint. The fugitives could not stand it. The arrows, which even during flight were being got ready for Gadarn’s host, were suddenly discharged at the men in the gully; but the aim was wild, and the only shaft which took serious effect found its billet in the breast of Gunrig himself. He plucked it savagely out and continued the charge at the head of his men.


  Turning sharp to the left, the robbers then made for the lower end of the flat, still followed closely by Gadarn’s band, now swelled by that of Gunrig. As had been anticipated, they almost ran into the arms of Bladud’s contingent, which met them with a yell of rage, and the yell was answered by a shriek of terror.


  Their retreat being thus cut off in nearly all directions, the panic-stricken crew doubled to the left again, and sprang into the swamp, closely followed by their ever-increasing foes. At first and at some distance from the fountain-head the water felt warm and grateful to the lower limbs of the fugitives, but as they plunged in deeper and nearer to the springs, it became uncomfortably hot, and they began to scatter all over the place, in the hope of finding cool water. Some who knew the locality were successful. Others, who did not know it, rushed from hot to hotter, while some, who were blindly struggling toward the source of the evil at last began to yell with pain, and no wonder, for the temperature of the springs then—as it has been ever since, and is at the present day—was 120 degrees of Fahrenheit—a degree of heat, in water, which man is not fitted to bear with equanimity.


  “Now, Konar, give them a tune from your pipe,” said Gadarn, whose eyes were blazing with excitement.


  The hunter of the Swamp obeyed, and it seemed as though a mammoth bull of Bashan had been suddenly let loose on the fugitives.


  To add to the turmoil a large herd of Bladud’s pigs, disturbed from their lair, were driven into the hot water, where they swam about in a frantic state, filling the whole region with horrid yells, which, mingling with those of the human sufferers, and the incessant barking of Brownie, rendered confusion worse confounded, and caused the wild animals far and near to flee from the region as if it had become Pandemonium!


  The pigs, however, unlike the men, knew how to find the cooler parts of the swamp.


  Perceiving his error when he stood knee-deep in the swamp, Gadarn now sought to rectify it by sending a detachment of swift runners back for his bows and arrows. But this manoeuvre took time, and before it could be carried out the half-boiled host had gained the other side of the Swamp, and were massing themselves together preparatory to a retreat into the thick woods.


  “Now is our time,” said Arkal, rising up and drawing his sword. Then, with a nautical shout, and almost in the words of a late warrior of note, he cried, “Up, men, and at them!”


  And the men obeyed with such alacrity and such inconceivable violence, that the stricken enemy did not await the onset. They incontinently sloped at an angle of forty-five degrees with mother earth, and scooted towards the river, into which they all plunged without a moment’s consideration.


  Arkal and his men paused on the brink to watch the result; but the seaman was wrong about the probable fate of the vanquished, for every man of the robber band could swim like an otter, besides being in a fit condition to enjoy the cooler stream. They all reached the opposite bank in safety. Scrambling out, they took to the woods without once looking back, and finally disappeared.


  During the remainder of that day Gadarn could do little else than chuckle or laugh.


  Bladud’s comment was that it had been “most successful.”


  “A bloodless victory!” remarked Beniah.


  “And didn’t they yell?” said Arkal.


  “And splutter?” added Maikar.


  “And the pigs! oh! the pigs!” cried Gadarn, going off into another explosion which brought the tears to his eyes, “it would have been nothing without the pigs!”


  The gentle reader must make allowance for the feelings of men fresh from the excitement of such a scene, existing as they did in times so very remote. But, after all, when we take into consideration the circumstances; the nature of the weapons used; the cause of the war, and the objects gained, and compare it all with the circumstances, weapons, causes, and objects of modern warfare, we are constrained to admit that it was a “most glorious victory”—this Battle of the Springs.
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  Chapter Thirty.


  Small Beginnings of Future Great Things.


  



  There was one thing, however, which threw a cloud over the rejoicing with which the conquerors hailed this memorable victory.


  Gunrig’s wound turned out to be a very severe one—much more so than had been at first supposed—for the arrow had penetrated one of his lungs, and, breaking off, had left the head in it.


  As Bladud was the only one of the host who possessed any knowledge of how to treat complicated wounds, he was “called in,” much against the wish of the wounded man; but when the prince had seen and spoken to him, in his peculiarly soft voice, and with his gentle manner, besides affording him considerable relief, the chief became reconciled to his new doctor.


  “I thought you a savage monster,” said the invalid, on the occasion of the amateur doctor’s third visit; “but I find you to be almost as tender as a woman. Yet your hand was heavy enough when it felled me at the games!”


  “Let not your mind dwell on that, Gunrig; and, truth to tell, if it had not been for that lucky—or, if you choose, unlucky—blow, I might have found you more than my match.”


  The chief held out his hand, which the doctor grasped.


  “I thought to kill you, Bladud; but when I get well, we shall be friends.”


  Poor Gunrig, however, did not from that day show much evidence of getting well. His case was far beyond the skill of his amateur doctor. It was, therefore, resolved, a day or two later, to send him home under an escort led by Beniah.


  “I will follow you ere long,” said Gadarn, as he grasped the hand of the invalid at parting, “for I have business at the court of King Hudibras.”


  Gunrig raised himself in the litter in which he was borne by four men, and looked the northern chief earnestly in the face.


  “You have not yet found your daughter?” he asked.


  “Well—no. At least not exactly.”


  “Not exactly!” repeated Gunrig in surprise.


  “No; not exactly. That’s all I can say at present. All ready in front there? Move on! My greetings to the king, and say I shall see him soon. What, ho! Konar, come hither! Know you where I can find Prince Bladud?”


  “In his booth,” replied the hunter.


  “Send him to me. I would have speech with him.”


  When the prince entered the booth of the commander-in-chief, he found that worthy with his hands on his sides, a tear or two in his eyes, and very red in the face. He frowned suddenly, however, and became very grave on observing Bladud.


  “I sent for you,” he said, “to let you know my intended movements, and to ask what you mean to do. To-morrow I shall start for your father’s town with all my men.”


  “What! and leave your daughter undiscovered?”


  “Ay. Of what use is it to search any longer? There is not a hole or corner of the land that we have not ransacked. I am certain that she is not here, wherever she may be; so I must go and seek elsewhere. Wilt go with me?”


  “That will not I,” returned Bladud decisively.


  “Wherefore? The Hebrew tells me you are cured; and your father will be glad to have you back.”


  “It matters not. I leave not this region until I have made a more thorough search for and found the lad Cormac, or at least ascertained his fate.”


  “Why so anxious about the boy? is he of kin to you?” said Gadarn in a tone that seemed to convey the slightest possible evidence of contempt.


  “Ay, he is of kin,” returned Bladud, warmly; “for it seems to me sometimes that friendship is a closer tie than blood. At all events, I owe my life to him. Moreover, if he has been captured by robbers, I feel assured that he will escape before long and return to me.”


  “Indeed! Are you, then, so sure of his affection? Has he ever dared to say that he—he is fond of you?”


  “Truly, he never has; for we men of the southern parts of Albion are not prone to speak of our feelings, whatever you of the north may be. But surely you must know, chief, that the eyes, the tones, and the actions, have a language of their own which one can well understand though the tongue be silent. Besides, I do not see it to be a very daring act for one man to tell another that he is fond of him. And you would not wonder at my regard, if you only knew what a pure-minded, noble fellow this Cormac is,—so thoughtful, so self-sacrificing, for, you know, it must have cost him—it would cost any one—a terrible effort of self-denial to dwell in such a solitude as this for the sole purpose of nursing a stranger, and that stranger a doomed leper, as I thought at first, though God has seen fit to restore me.”


  “Nevertheless, I counsel you to come with me, prince, for I have no intention of giving up the search for my child, though I mean to carry it on in a more likely region; and who knows but we may find Cormac—ha!” (here there was a peculiar catch in Gadarn’s throat which he sought to conceal with a violent sneeze)—“ha! find Cormac in the same region!”


  “That is not likely. I see no reason why two people who were lost at different times, and not, as far as we know, in exactly the same place, should be found”—(here the chief had another fit of sneezing)—“be found together. At any rate, I remain here, for a time at least. My old friend Dromas will remain with me, and some of my father’s men.”


  As Gadarn could not induce the prince to alter his decision, and, for reasons of his own, did not choose to enlighten him, they parted there—the chief setting off with his troops in the direction of Hudibras’ town, and the prince returning to his booth, accompanied by Captain Arkal, little Maikar, the hunter of the Hot Swamp, and about thirty of his father’s men, who had elected to stay with him.


  “As I am now cured, good Konar,” said Bladud to the hunter, while returning to the booth, “and as I have enough to do in searching for my lost friend, I fear that I must end my service with you, and make over the pigs to some other herd.”


  “As you please, prince,” returned the eccentric hunter with the utmost coolness, “the pigs were well able to look after themselves before you came, and, doubtless, they will be not less able after you go.”


  Bladud laughed, and, putting his hand kindly on the man’s shoulder, assured him that he would find for him a good successor to herd his pigs. He also asked him if he would agree to act as hunter to his party, as he intended to remain in that region and build a small town beside the springs, so that people afflicted with the disease from which he had suffered, or any similar disease, might come and be cured.


  Konar agreed at once, for a new light burst upon him, and the idea of living to serve other people, and not merely to feed himself, seemed to put new life into him.


  “Do you really mean to build a town here?” asked Dromas, when he heard his friend giving orders to his men to erect a large booth to shelter them all for some time to come.


  “Indeed, I do. So thankful am I, Dromas, for this cure, that I feel impelled to induce others to come and share the blessing. I only wish I could hope that you would stay in Albion and aid me. But I suppose there is some fair one in Hellas who might object to that.”


  “No fair one that I know of,” returned Dromas, with a laugh, “and as I have left neither kith nor kin at home, there is nothing to prevent my taking the proposal into consideration.”


  “That is good news indeed. So, then, I will ask you to come along with me just now, and mayhap you will make up your mind while we walk. I go to fix on a site for the new town, and to set the men to work.”


  That day the voices of toilers, and the sound of hatchets and the crash of falling trees, were heard in the neighbourhood of the Hot Swamp, while the prince and his friend examined the localities around in the immediate vicinity of the fountain-head.


  On coming to the fountain itself, the young men paused to look at it, as it welled up from the earth. So hot was it that they could not endure to hold their hands in it, and in such volumes did it rise, that it overflowed its large natural basin continually, and converted a large tract of ground into a morass, while finding its way, by many rills and channels, into the adjacent river.


  “What a singular work of Nature!” remarked Dromas.


  “Why not say—a wonderful work of God?” replied the prince.


  “Come now, my friend, let us not begin again our old discussions. What was suitable for the groves of Hellas is not appropriate to the swamps of Albion!”


  “I agree not with that, Dromas.”


  “You were ever ready to disagree, Bladud.”


  “Nay, not exactly to disagree, but to argue. However, I will fall in with your humour just now, and wait for what you may deem a more fitting time. But what, think you, can be the cause of this extraordinary hot spring?”


  “Fire!” returned the Greek promptly.


  “Truly that must be so,” returned the prince, with a laugh. “You are unusually sharp this morning, my friend. But what originates the fire, and where is it, and why does it not set the whole world on fire, seeing that it must needs be under the earth?”


  “It would be better to put such questions to the wise men of Egypt, next time you have the chance, than to me,” returned Dromas, “for I am not deep enough in philosophy to answer you. Nevertheless, it does not seem presumptuous to make a guess. That there is abundance of fire beneath the ground on which we tread is clear from the burning mountains which you and I have seen on our way from Hellas. Probably there are many such mountains elsewhere, for if the fire did not find an escape in many places, it would assuredly burst our world asunder. What set the inside of the world on fire at the beginning is, of course, a puzzle; and why everything does not catch fire and blaze up is another puzzle—for it is plain that if you were to set fire to the inside of your booth, the outside would be shrivelled up immediately. Then,” continued Dromas, knitting his brows and warming with his subject, “there must be a big lake under the earth somewhere, and quite close to the fire, which sets it a-boiling and makes it boil over—thus.”


  He pointed to the fountain as he spoke.


  “There may be truth in what you say, Dromas. At all events your theory is plausible, and this, I know, that ever since I came here, there has not been the slightest diminution in the volume of hot water that has poured forth; from which I would conclude that it has been flowing thus from the beginning of time, and that it will go on flowing thus to the end.”


  We know not whether the reader will be inclined to class Bladud among the prophets, but there are some prophets who have less claim to the title, for it is a fact that in this year of grace, 1892, the output of hot water from the same fountain, in the town of Bath, is one million tons every year, while the quantity and the temperature never vary in any appreciable degree, summer or winter, from year to year!


  Having discussed the philosophical aspect of the fountain, the two friends proceeded with the work then in hand.


  Of course, as they gazed around at the richly wooded hills and attractive eminences, which were not only charming sites for the little town, but also well suited for fortresses to resist invasions they were naturally tempted to sacrifice the useful to the safe and beautiful. Fortunately wisdom prevailed, and it was that day decided that the site for Swamptown should be on a slope that rose gently from the river bank, passed close by the Hot Swamp, and was finally lost in the lovely wood-clad terraces beyond.


  “We must, of course, confine the hot stream within banks, train it to the river, and drain the Swamp,” observed Bladud, as he sat brooding over his plans that night at supper.


  “Ay, and make a pond for sick folk to dip in,” said Dromas.


  “And another pond for the healthy folk,” suggested Captain Arkal; “we like to give ourselves a wash now and then, and it would never do for the healthy to go spluttering about with the sick—would it?”


  “Certainly not,” interposed little Maikar, “but what about the women? They would need a pond for themselves, would they not? Assuredly they would keep us all in hot water if they didn’t have one.”


  “I see,” said Bladud, still in a meditative mood. “There would have to be a succession of ponds alongside of the hot stream, with leads to let the water in—”


  “And other leads to let the overflow out,” suggested the practical Arkal.


  “Just so. And booths around the ponds for people to dry themselves and dress in. Ha!” exclaimed the prince, smiting his knee with his hand. “I see a great thing in this—a thing that will benefit mankind as long as disease shall afflict them—as long as the hot waters flow!”


  He looked round on his friends with an air of combined solemnity and triumph. The solemnity without the triumph marked the faces of his friends as they returned the look in profound silence, for they all seemed to feel that the prince was in a state of exaltation, and that something approaching to the nature of a prophecy had been uttered.


  For a few moments they continued to gaze at each other—then there was a general sigh, as if a matter of great importance had been finally settled, and the silence was at last broken by little Maikar solemnly demanding another rib of roast-beef.
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  Chapter Thirty One.


  More Plots and Plans.


  



  Having laid the foundations of the new town, drawn out his plans and set his men to work, Bladud appointed Captain Arkal superintendent, and set out on his quest after his lost friend Cormac, taking Dromas and Maikar along with him and four of the men—one of them being Konar the hunter. Brownie was also an important member of the party, for his master hoped much from his power of scent.


  Meanwhile Cormac—alias Branwen, alias the little old woman—forsook the refuge of the Hebrew’s house, and, in her antique capacity, paid a visit one afternoon to the palace of Hudibras.


  “Here comes that deaf old witch again,” said the domestic who had formerly threatened to set the dogs at her.


  “Yes,” remarked the old woman when she came up to the door, “and the old witch has got her hearing again, my sweet-faced young man—got it back in a way, too, that, if you only heard how, would make your hair stand on end, your eyes turn round, and the very marrow in your spine shrivel up. Go and tell the princess I want to see her.”


  “Oh!” replied the domestic with a faint effort at a sneer, for he was a bold man, though slightly superstitious.


  “Oh!” echoed the old woman. “Yes, and tell her that if she keeps me waiting I’ll bring the black cloud of the Boong-jee-gop over the palace, and that will bring you all to the condition of wishing that your grandmothers had never been born. Young man—go!”


  This was too much for that domestic. The unheard-of horrors of the Boong-jee-gop, coupled with the tremendous energy of the final “go!” was more than he could stand. He went—meekly.


  “Send her to me directly,” said Hafrydda, and the humiliated servitor obeyed.


  “Dearest Branwen!” exclaimed the princess, throwing back the old woman’s shawl, straightening her up, and hugging her when they were alone, “how long you have been coming! Where have you been? Why have you forsaken me? And I have such quantities of news to tell you—but, what has become of your hair?”


  “I cut it short after I fell into the hands of robbers—”


  “Robbers!” exclaimed the princess.


  “Yes—I shall tell you all about my adventures presently—and you have no idea what difficulty I had in cutting it, for the knife was so blunt that I had to cut and pull at it a whole afternoon. But it had to be done, for I meant to personate a boy—having stolen a boy’s hunting dress for that purpose. Wasn’t it fun to rob the robbers? And then—and then—I found your brother—”


  “You found Bladud?”


  “Yes, and—and—but I’ll tell you all about that too presently. It is enough to say that he is alive and well—sickness almost, if not quite, gone. I was so sorry for him.”


  “Dear Branwen!” said the princess, with an emphatic oral demonstration.


  Hafrydda was so loving and tender and effusive, and, withal, so very fair, that her friend could not help gazing at her in admiration.


  “No wonder I love him,” said Branwen.


  “Why?” asked the princess, much amused at the straightforward gravity with which this was said.


  “Because he is as like you as your own image in a brazen shield—only far better-looking.”


  “Indeed, your manners don’t seem to have been improved by a life in the woods, my Branwen.”


  “Perhaps not. I never heard of the woods being useful for that end. Ah, if you had gone through all that I have suffered—the—the—but what news have you got to tell me?”


  “Well, first of all,” replied the princess, with that comfortable, interested manner which some delightful people assume when about to make revelations, “sit down beside me and listen—and don’t open your eyes too wide at first else there will be no room for further expansion at last.”


  Hereupon the princess entered on a minute account of various doings at the court, which, however interesting they were to Branwen, are not worthy of being recorded here. Among other things, she told her of a rumour that was going about to the effect that an old witch had been seen occasionally in the neighbourhood of Beniah’s residence, and that all the people in the town were more or less afraid of going near the place either by day or night on that account.


  Of course the girls had a hearty laugh over this. “Did they say what the witch was like?” asked Branwen.


  “O yes. People have given various accounts of her—one being that she is inhumanly ugly, that fire comes out of her coal-black eyes, and that she has a long tail. But now I come to my most interesting piece of news—that will surprise you most, I think—your father Gadarn is here!”


  Branwen received this piece of news with such quiet indifference that her friend was not only disappointed but amazed.


  “My dear,” she asked, “why do you not gasp, ‘My father!’ and lift your eyebrows to the roots of your hair?”


  “Because I know that he is here.”


  “Know it!”


  “Yes—know it. I have seen him, as well as your brother, and father knows that I am here.”


  “Oh! you deceiver! That accounts, then, for the mystery of his manner and the strange way he has got of going about chuckling when there is nothing funny being said or done—at least nothing that I can see!”


  “He’s an old goose,” remarked her friend.


  “Branwen,” said the princess in a remonstrative tone, “is that the way to speak of your own father?”


  “He’s a dear old goose, then, if that will please you better—the very nicest old goose that I ever had to do with. Did he mention Bladud to you?”


  “Yes, he said he had seen him, and been helped by him in a fight they seemed to have had at the Hot Swamp, but we could not gather much from him as to the dear boy’s state of health, or where he lived, or what he meant to do. He told us, however, of a mysterious boy who had nursed him in sickness, and who had somehow been lost or captured, and that poor Bladud was so fond of the boy that he had remained behind to search for him. I now know,” added the princess with a laugh, “who this dear boy is, but I am greatly puzzled still about some of his doings and intentions.”


  “Listen, then, Hafrydda, and I will tell you all.” As we have already told the reader all, we will not tell it over again, but leap at once to that point where the princess asked, at the close of the narrative, what her friend intended to do.


  “That,” said Branwen with a perplexed look and a sigh, “is really more than I can tell you at present. You see, there are some things that I am sure of and some things that I am not quite so sure of, but that I must find out somehow. For instance, I am quite sure that I love your brother more than any man in the world. I am also quite sure that he is the bravest, handsomest, strongest, best, and most unselfish man that ever lived—much about the same as my father, except that, being younger, he is handsomer, though I have no doubt my father was as good-looking as he when he was as young. Then I am also quite sure that Bladud is very fond of the boy Cormac, but—I am not at all sure that he will love the girl Branwen when he sees her.”


  “But I am sure of it—quite sure,” said the princess, demonstrating orally again.


  At this there was a slight sound near the door of the apartment in which this confidential talk was held, which induced Branwen to spring up and fling it wide open, thus disclosing the lately humiliated servitor with the blush of guilt upon his brow.


  “Enter!” cried the princess, in an imperious tone, looking up at the man, who was unusually tall and limp.


  The servitor obeyed.


  “Sit down,” said the princess, with a view to get the tall man’s head on a level with her blue indignant eyes. “Have you heard much?”


  “Not much,” answered the man, with intense humility. “I heard only a very little at the end, and that so imperfectly that I don’t think I can remember it—I really don’t.”


  “Now, listen,” said the princess, with a look that was intended to scorch. “You know my father.”


  “Indeed I do,—have known him ever since I was a boy.”


  “Well, if you ever breathe a word of what you have seen or heard, or what you think you have seen or heard to-day, to any one, I will set my father at you, and that, as you know, will mean roasting alive over a slow fire at the very least.”


  “And,” said Branwen, advancing and shaking her forefinger within an inch of the man’s nose, “I will set my father at you, which will mean slow torture for hours. Moreover, I will set the Boong-jee-gop on your track, and that will mean—no, I won’t say what. It is too horrible even to mention!”


  “Now—go!” said the princess, pointing to the door.


  The servitor went with an air of profound abasement, which changed into a look of complicated amusement when he got out of sight.


  “He is quite safe,” said the princess, “not that I count much on his fear, for he is as brave as a she-wolf with whelps, and fears nothing, but I know he likes me.”


  “I think he likes me too,” said Branwen, thoughtfully. “Besides, I feel sure that the Boong-jee-gop has some influence over him. Yes, I think we are safe.”


  “Well, now,” she continued, resuming the interrupted conversation, “it seems to me that the only course open to me is to appear to Bladud as a girl some day, and see if he recognises me. Yet I don’t quite like it, for, now that it is all past and he is well again, I feel half ashamed of the part I have played—yet how could I help it when I saw the poor fellow going away to die—alone!”


  “You could not help it, dear, and you should not wish it were otherwise. Now, never mind what you feel about it, but let us lay our heads together and consider what is to be done. You think, I suppose, that Bladud may go on for a long time searching for this youth Cormac?”


  “Yes, for a very long time, and he’ll never find him,” replied Branwen with a merry laugh.


  “Well, then, we must find some means of getting him home without letting him know why we want him,” continued the princess.


  “Just so, but that won’t be easy,” returned the other with a significant look, “for he is very fond of Cormac, and won’t easily be made to give up looking for him.”


  “You conceited creature, you are too sure of him.”


  “Not at all. Only as Cormac. I wish I were sure of him as Branwen!”


  “Perchance he might like you best as the little old woman in grey.”


  “It may be so. I think he liked me even as a witch, for he patted my shoulder once so kindly.”


  “I’ll tell you what—I’ll go and consult father,” said the princess.


  “No, you shan’t, my dear, for he is not to know anything about it just yet. But I will go and consult my father. He will give me good advice, I know.”


  The result of Branwen’s consultation with her father was that the Hebrew was summoned to his presence. An explanation took place, during which Gadarn attempted to look grave, and dignified, as became a noted northern chief, but frequently turned very red in the face and vented certain nasal sounds, which betrayed internal commotion.


  “You will therefore start for the Hot Swamp to-morrow, Beniah,” he finally remarked, “and let Bladud know that the king desires his return to court immediately. I have been told by the king to send him this message. But keep your own counsel, Hebrew, and be careful not to let the prince know what you know, else it will go ill with you! Tell him, from myself, that I have at last fallen on the tracks of the lad Cormac, and that we are almost sure to find him in this neighbourhood. Away, and let not thy feet take root on the road.”
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  Chapter Thirty Two.


  Branwen Visits Gunrig.


  



  Before going off on his mission the Hebrew paid a visit to his own residence, where he found Branwen busy with culinary operations. Sitting down on a stool, he looked at her with an expression of mingled amusement and perplexity.


  “Come hither, my girl,” he said, “and sit beside me while I reveal the straits to which you have brought me. Verily, a short time ago I had deemed it impossible for any one to thrust me so near to the verge of falsehood as you have done!”


  “I, Beniah?” exclaimed the maiden, with a look of surprise on her pretty face so ineffably innocent that it was obviously hypocritical—insomuch that Beniah laughed, and Branwen was constrained to join him.


  “Yes—you and your father together, for the puzzling man has commissioned me to set out for the Hot Swamp, to tell Bladud that he is urgently wanted at home. And he would not even allow me to open my lips, when I was about to broach the subject of your disguises, although he almost certainly knows all about them—”


  “What! my father knows?” interrupted Branwen, with raised eyebrows.


  “Yes, and you know that he knows, and he knows that I know, and we all know that each other knows, and why there should be any objection that every one should know is more than I can—”


  “Never mind, Beniah,” interrupted the girl, with the slightest possible smile. “You are a dear, good old creature, and I know you won’t betray me. Remember your solemn promise.”


  “Truly I shall not forget it soon,” replied the Hebrew, “for the trouble it has cost me already to compose answers that should not be lies is beyond your light-hearted nature to understand.”


  “Ah! yes, indeed,” rejoined Branwen, with a sigh of mock humility, “I was always very lighthearted by nature. The queen used frequently to tell me so—though she never said it was by ‘nature,’ and the king agreed with her—though by the way he used to laugh, I don’t think he thought light-heartedness to be very naughty. But come, Beniah, I am longing to hear what my father commissioned you to say or do.”


  “Well, he was very particular in cautioning me not to tell what I know—”


  “Ah! that knowledge, what a dreadful thing it is to have too much of it! Well, what more?”


  “He told me what I have already told you, and bid me add from himself that he has fallen on the tracks of the lad Cormac, and that he is sure to be found in this neighbourhood.”


  “That, at least, will be no lie,” suggested the maid.


  “I’m not so sure of that, for the lad Cormac will never be found here or anywhere else, having no existence at all.”


  Branwen laughed at this and expressed surprise. “It seems to me,” she said, “that age or recent worries must have touched your brain, Beniah, for if the lad Cormac has no existence at all, how is it possible that you could meet with him at the Hot Swamp, and even make a solemn promise to him.”


  Beniah did not reply to this question, but rose to make preparation for his journey. Then, as if suddenly recollecting something that had escaped him, he returned to his seat.


  “My child,” he said, “I have that to tell you which will make you sad—unless I greatly misunderstand your nature. Gunrig, your enemy, is dying.”


  That the Hebrew had not misunderstood Branwen’s nature was evident, from the genuine look of sorrow and sympathy which instantly overspread her countenance.


  “Call him not my enemy!” she exclaimed. “An enemy cannot love! But, tell me about him. I had heard the report that he was recovering.”


  “It was the report of a sanguine mother who will not believe that his end is so near; but she is mistaken. I saw him two days ago. The arrow-head is still rankling in his chest, and he knows himself to be dying.”


  “Is he much changed in appearance?” asked Branwen.


  “Indeed he is. His great strength is gone, and he submits to be treated as a child—yet he is by no means childish. The manliness of his strong nature is left, but the boastfulness has departed, and he looks death in the face like a true warrior; though I cannot help thinking that if choice had been given him he would have preferred to fall by the sword of Bladud, or some doughty foe who could have given him a more summary dismissal from this earthly scene.”


  “Beniah, I will visit him,” said Branwen, suddenly brushing back her hair with both hands, and looking earnestly into the Hebrew’s face.


  “That will be hard for you to do and still keep yourself concealed.”


  “Nothing will be easier,” replied the girl, with some impatience; “you forget the old woman’s dress. I will accompany you as far as his dwelling. It is only an easy day’s journey on foot from here.”


  “But, my child, I go on horseback; and I am to be supplied with only one horse.”


  “Well, my father, that is no difficulty; for I will ride and you shall walk. You will bring the horse here instead of starting straight from the palace. Then we will set off together, and I will gallop on in advance. When you reach Gunrig’s house in the evening, you will find the horse fed and rested, and ready for you to go on.”


  “But how will you return, child?”


  “By using my legs, man! As an old witch I can travel anywhere at night in perfect safety.”


  According to this arrangement—to which the Hebrew was fain to agree—the pair started off a little after daybreak the following morning. Branwen galloped, as she had said, in advance, leaving her protector to make his slower way through the forest.


  The sun was high when the domestics of Gunrig’s establishment were thrown into a state of great surprise and no little alarm at sight of a little old woman in grey bestriding a goodly horse and galloping towards the house. Dashing into the courtyard at full speed, and scattering the onlookers right and left, she pulled up with some difficulty, just in time to prevent the steed going through the parchment window of the kitchen.


  “Help me down!” she cried, looking full in the face of a lumpish lad, who stood gazing at her with open eyes and mouth. “Don’t you see I am old and my joints are stiff? Be quick!”


  There was a commanding tone in her shrill voice that brooked no delay. The lumpish lad shut his mouth, reduced his eyes, and, going shyly forward, held out his hand. The old woman seized it, and, almost before he had time to wink, stood beside him.


  “Where is Gunrig’s room?” she demanded.


  All the observers pointed to a door at the end of a passage.


  “Take good care of my horse! Rub him well down; feed him. I shall know if you don’t!” she cried, as she entered the passage and knocked gently at the door.


  It was opened by Gunrig’s mother, whose swollen eyes and subdued voice told their own tale.


  “May I come in and see him, mother?” said Branwen, in her own soft voice.


  “You are a strange visitor,” said the poor woman, in some surprise. “Do you want much to see him? He is but a poor sight now.”


  “Yes—O yes!—I want very much to see him.”


  “Your voice is kindly, old woman. You may come in.”


  The sight that Branwen saw on entering was, indeed, one fitted to arouse the most sorrowful emotions of the heart; for there, on a rude couch of branches, lay the mere shadow of the once stalwart chief, the great bones of his shoulders showing their form through the garments which he had declined to take off; while his sunken cheeks, large glittering eyes, and labouring breath, told all too plainly that disease had almost completed the ruin of the body, and that death was standing by to liberate the soul.


  “Who comes to disturb me at such a time, mother?” said the dying man, with a distressed look.


  Branwen did not give her time to answer, but, hurrying forward, knelt beside the couch and whispered in his ear. As she did so there was a sudden rush of blood to the wan cheeks, and something like a blaze of the wonted fire in the sunken eyes.


  “Mother,” he said, with something of his old strength of voice, “leave us for a short while. This woman has somewhat to tell me.”


  “May I not stay to hear it, my son?”


  “No. You shall hear all in a very short time. Just now—leave us!”


  “Now, Branwen,” said the chief, taking her hand in his, “what blessed chance has sent you here?”


  The poor girl did not speak, for when she looked at the great, thin, transparent hand which held hers, and thought of the day when it swayed the heavy sword so deftly, she could not control herself, and burst into tears.


  “Oh! poor, poor Gunrig! I’m so sorry to see you like this!—so very, very sorry!”


  She could say no more, but covered her face with both hands and wept.


  “Nay, take not your hand from me,” said the dying man, again grasping the hand which she had withdrawn; “its soft grip sends a rush of joy to my sinking soul.”


  “Say not that you are sinking, Gunrig,” returned the girl in pitying tones; “for it is in the power of the All-seeing One to restore you to health if it be His will.”


  “If He is All-seeing, then there is no chance of His restoring me to health; for He has seen that I have lived a wicked life. Ah! Branwen, you do not know what I have been. If there is a place of rewards and punishment, as some tell us there is, assuredly my place will be that of punishment, for my life has been one of wrong-doing. And there is something within me that I have felt before, but never so strong as now, which tells me that there is such a place, and that I am condemned to it.”


  “But I have heard from the Hebrew—who reads strange things marked on a roll of white cloth—that the All-seeing One’s nature is love, and that He has resolved Himself to come and save men from wrong-doing.”


  “That would be good news indeed, Branwen, if it were true.”


  “The Hebrew says it is true. He says he believes it, and the All-seeing One is a Redeemer who will save all men from wrong-doing.”


  “Would that I could find Him, Branwen, for that is what I wish. I know not whether there shall be a hereafter or not, but if there is I shall hope for deliverance from wrong-doing. A place of punishment I care not much about, for I never shrank from pain or feared death. What I do fear is a hereafter, in which I shall live over again the old bad life—and I am glad it is drawing to a close with your sweet voice sounding in my ears. I believe it was that voice which first shot into my heart the desire to do right, and the hatred of wrong.”


  “I am glad to hear that, Gunrig, though it never entered into my head, I confess, to do you such a good turn. And surely it must have been the All-seeing One who enabled me to influence you thus, and who now recalls to my mind what the Hebrew read to me—one of those sayings of the good men of his nation which are marked in the white roll I spoke of. It is this—‘God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in trouble.’”


  “That is a good word, if it be a true one,” returned the chief, “and I hope it is. Now, my end is not far off. I am so glad and thankful that you have forgiven me before the end. Another thing that comforts me is that Bladud and I have been reconciled.”


  “Bladud!” exclaimed the girl.


  “Ay, the prince with whom I fought at the games, you remember.”


  “Remember! ay, right well do I remember. It was a notable fight.”


  “It was,” returned the chief, with a faint smile, “and from that day I hated him and resolved to kill him till I met him at the Hot Swamp, where I got this fatal wound. He nursed me there, and did his best to save my life, but it was not to be. Yet I think that his tenderness, as well as your sweet voice, had something to do with turning my angry spirit round. I would see my mother now. The world is darkening, and the time is getting short.”


  The deathly pallor of the man’s cheeks bore witness to the truth of his words. Yet he had strength to call his mother into the room.


  On entering and beholding a beautiful girl kneeling, and in tears, where she had left a feeble old woman, she almost fell down with superstitious fear, deeming that an angel had been sent to comfort her son—and so indeed one had been sent, in a sense, though not such an one as superstition suggested.


  A few minutes’ talk with Gunrig, however, cleared up the mystery. But the unwonted excitement and exertion had caused the sands of life to run more rapidly than might otherwise have been the case. The chief’s voice became suddenly much more feeble, and frequently he gasped for breath.


  “Mother,” he said, “Branwen wants to get home without any one knowing that she has been here. You will send our stoutest man with her to-night, to guard her through the woods as far as the Hebrew’s cave. Let him not talk to her by the way, and bid him do whatever she commands.”


  “Yes, my dear, dear son, what else can I do to comfort you?”


  “Come and sit beside me, mother, and let me lay my head on your knee. You were the first to comfort me in this life, and I want you to be the last. Speak with Branwen, mother, after I am gone. She will comfort you as no one else can. Give me your hand, mother; I would sleep now as in the days gone by.”


  The bronzed warrior laid his shaggy head on the lap where he had been so often fondled when he was a little child, and gently fell into that slumber from which he never more awoke.
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  Chapter Thirty Three.


  The Hebrew’s Mission.


  



  We turn now to Beniah the Hebrew. On arriving at the Hot Swamp he was amazed to find the change that had been made in the appearance of the locality in so short a time.


  “United action, you see,” said Captain Arkal, who did the honours of the new settlement in the absence of Bladud and his friends, these being still absent on their vain search for the lad Cormac, “united action, perseveringly continued, leads to amazing results.”


  He repeated this to himself, in a low tone, as if he were rather proud of having hit on a neat way of expressing a great truth which he believed was an original discovery of his own. “Yes,” he continued, “I have got my men, you see, into splendid working order. They act from morning to night in concert—one consequence of which is that all is Harmony, and there is but one man at the helm, the consequence of which is, that all is Power. Harmony and Power! I have no faith, Beniah, in a divided command. My men work together and feed together and play together and sleep together, united in the one object of carrying out the grand designs of Prince Bladud, while I, as the superintendent of the work, see to it that the work is properly done. Nothing could be more simple or satisfactory.”


  “Or more amazing,” added Beniah, as they walked by the margin of a hot rivulet. “I could scarcely have known the Swamp had I not recognised its beautiful surroundings.”


  “Just so; it is all, as I have said, the result of union, which I hold to be the very foundation of human power, for united action is strong,” said the captain, with enthusiasm, as he originated the idea which, years afterwards, became the familiar proverb, “Union is Strength.”


  “Most true, O mariner,” returned Beniah, “your wisdom reminds me of one of our kings who wrote many of our wisest sayings.”


  “Ah, wise sayings have their value, undoubtedly,” returned Arkal, “but commend me to wise doings. Look here, now, at the clever way in which Bladud has utilised this bush-covered knoll. It is made to divide this rivulet in two, so that one branch, as you see, fills this pond, which is intended for the male population of the place, while the other branch fills another pond—not in sight at present—intended for the women. Then, you see that large pond away to the left, a considerable distance from the fountain-head—that is supplied by a very small stream of the hot water, so that it soon becomes quite cold, and branch rivulets from the cold pond to the hot ponds cool them down till they are bearable. It took six days to fill up the cold pond.”


  “We have not yet got the booths made for the women to dress in,” continued the captain, “for we have no women yet in our settlement; but you see what convenient ones we have set up for the men.”


  “But surely,” said the Hebrew, looking round with interest, “you have far more hot water than you require.”


  “Yes, much more.”


  “What, then, do you do with the surplus?”


  “We just let it run into the swamp at present, as it has always done, but we are digging a big drain to carry it off into the river. Then, when the swamp is dry, we will plant eatable things in it, and perhaps set up more booths and huts and dig more baths. Thus, in course of time—who knows?—we may have a big town here, and King Hudibras himself may condescend to lave his royal limbs in our waters.”


  “That may well be,” returned the Hebrew thoughtfully. “The Hot Spring is a good gift from the All-seeing One, and if it cures others as it has cured Prince Bladud, I should not wonder to see the people of the whole land streaming to the place before long. But have you given up all thought of returning to your native land, Arkal? Do you mean to settle here?”


  “Nay, verily—that be far from me! Have I not a fair wife in Hellas, who is as the light of mine eyes; and a little son who is as the plague of my life? No, I shall return home once more to fetch my wife and child here—then I shall have done with salt water for ever, and devote myself to hot water in time to come.”


  “A wise resolve, no doubt,” said Beniah, “and in keeping with all your other doings.”


  “See,” interrupted Arkal, “there is the river and the women’s bath, and the big drain that I spoke of.”


  He pointed to a wide ditch extending from the swamp towards the river. It had been cut to within a few yards of the latter, and all the men of the place were busily engaged with primitive picks, spades, and shovels, in that harmonious unity of action of which the captain had expressed such a high opinion.


  A few more yards of cutting, and the ditch, or drain, would be completed, when the waters of the swamp would be turned into it. Those waters had been banked up at the head of the drain and formed a lake of considerable size, which, when the neck of land separating it from the drain should be cut, would rush down the artificial channel and disappear in the river.


  Engineering in those days, however, had not been studied—at least in Albion—to the extent which now prevails in England. The neck of land was not equal to the pressure brought to bear on it, and while the captain and his friend were looking at it, there appeared symptoms which caused the former some anxiety.


  At that moment Konar the hunter came up. Although attached to the settlement as hunter, he had agreed to take his turn with the diggers, for the water accumulated in the lake so fast that the work had to be done rapidly, and every available man at the place was pressed into the service. The overseer himself, even, lent a hand occasionally.


  “I don’t like the look of the lower part of that neck,” he remarked to the hunter.


  Konar was a man of few words. By way of reply he laid aside his bow and descended the bank to examine the weak point. He was still engaged in the investigation and bending over a moist spot, when the entire mass of earth gave way and the waters burst into the drain with a gush and a roar quite indescribable. Konar was swept away instantly as if he had been a feather. Arkal and Beniah sprang down the bank to his assistance, and were themselves nearly swept into the flood which had swallowed up the hunter, but Konar was not quite gone. Another moment and his legs appeared above the flood, then his head turned up, and then the raging waters tossed him as if contemptuously on a projecting spit of bank, where he lay half in and half out of the torrent.


  In a moment both Arkal and the Hebrew were at the spot, seized the hunter by an arm, the neck of his coat, and the hair of his head, and drew him out of danger; but no sign of life did the poor man exhibit as he lay there on the grass.


  Meanwhile the energetic labourers at the lower end of the drain heard the turmoil and stood motionless with surprise, but were unable to see what caused it, owing to a thick bush which intervened. Another moment and they stood aghast, for, round the corner of the only bend in the drain, there appeared a raging head of foam, with mud, grass, sticks, stones, and rubbish on its crest, bearing down on them like a race-horse.


  With a yell that was as fully united as their method of work, the men scrambled out of the drain and rushed up the bank, exhibiting a unity of purpose that must have gladdened the heart of Captain Arkal. And they were not a moment too soon, for the last man was caught by the flood, and would have been swept away but for the promptitude of his fellows.


  “H’m! it has saved you some work, lads,” observed the captain, with a touch of grave irony as he pointed to the portion of the bank on which they had been engaged. He was right. The flood had not only overleaped this, but had hollowed it out and swept it clean away into the river—thus accomplishing effectively in ten minutes what would have probably required the labour of several hours.


  On carrying Konar up to the village of the Swamp—afterwards Swamptown, later Aquae Sulis, ultimately Bath—which had already begun to grow on the nearest height, they found that Bladud and his party had just arrived from the last of the searching expeditions.


  “What! Beniah?” exclaimed the prince, when the Hebrew met him. “You have soon returned to us. Is all well at home?”


  “All is well. I am sent on a mission to you, but that is not so urgent as the case of Konar.”


  As he spoke the young men laid the senseless form on the ground. Bladud, at once dismissing all other subjects from his mind, examined him carefully, while Brownie snuffed at him with sympathetic interest.


  “He lives, and no bones are broken,” said the prince, looking up after a few minutes; “here, some of you, go fetch hot water and pour it on him; then rub him dry; cover him up and let him rest. He has only been stunned. And let us have something to eat, Arkal. We are ravenous as wolves, having had scarce a bite since morning.”


  “You come in good time,” replied the captain. “Our evening meal is just ready.”


  “Come along, then, let us to work. You will join us, Beniah, and tell me the object of your mission while we eat.”


  The men of old may not have been epicures, but there can be no question that they were tremendous eaters. No doubt, living as they did, constantly in fresh air, having no house drains or gas, and being blessed with superabundant exercise, their appetites were keen and their capacities great. For at least ten minutes after the evening meal began, Bladud, Arkal, Dromas, little Maikar, and the Hebrew, were as dumb and as busy as Brownie. They spake not a single word—except that once the prince took a turkey drumstick from between his teeth to look up and repeat, “All well at home, you say?” To which Beniah, checking the course of a great wooden spoon to his lips, replied, “All well.”


  There was roast venison at that feast, and roast turkey and roast hare, and plover and ducks of various kinds, all roasted, and nothing whatever boiled, except some sorts of green vegetables, the names of which have, unfortunately, not been handed down to us, though we have the strongest ground for believing that they were boiled in earthenware pots—for, in recent excavations in Bath, vessels of that description have been found among the traces of the most ancient civilisation.


  “Now,” said the prince, wiping his mouth with a bunch of grass when he came to the first pause, “what may be the nature of your mission, Beniah?”


  “Let me ask, first,” replied the Hebrew, also wiping his mouth with a similar pocket handkerchief, “have you found the lad Cormac yet?”


  “No,” answered the prince, gloomily, and with a slightly surprised look, for the expression of Beniah’s countenance puzzled him. “Why do you ask?”


  “Because that bears somewhat on my mission. I have to deliver a message from your father, the king. He bids me say that you are to return home immediately.”


  “Never!” cried Bladud, with that Medo-Persic decision of tone and manner, which implies highly probable and early surrender, “never! until I find the boy—dead or alive.”


  “For,” continued the Hebrew, slowly, “he has important matters to consider with you—matters that will not brook delay. Moreover, Gadarn bid me say that he has fallen on the tracks of the lad Cormac, and that we are almost sure to find him in the neighbourhood of your father’s town.”


  “What say you?” exclaimed Bladud, dropping his drumstick—not the same one, but another which he had just begun—“repeat that.”


  Beniah repeated it.


  “Arkal,” said the prince, turning to the captain, “I will leave you in charge here, and start off by the first light to-morrow morning. See that poor Konar is well cared for. Maikar, you will accompany me, and I suppose, Dromas, that you also will go.”


  “Of course,” said Dromas, with a meaning smile—so full of meaning, indeed, as to be quite beyond interpretation.


  “By the way,” continued Bladud,—who had resumed the drumstick,—“has that fellow Gadarn found his daughter Branwen?”


  Beniah choked on a bone, or something, at that moment, and, looking at the prince with the strangest expression of face, and tears in his eyes, explained that he had not—at least not to his, Beniah’s, absolutely certain knowledge.


  “That is to say,” he continued in some confusion, “if—if—he has found her—which seems to me highly probable—there must be some—some mystery about her, for—it is impossible that—”


  Here the Hebrew choked again with some violence.


  “Have a care, man!” cried the prince in some alarm. “However hungry a man may be, he should take time to swallow. You seem to be contradicting yourself, but I don’t wonder, in the circumstances.”


  “Verily, I wonder at nothing, in the circumstances, for they are perplexing—even distressing,” returned the Hebrew with a sigh, as he wiped his eyes with the sleeve of his coat.


  “Better not speak with your mouth full, then. Ah! poor Gadarn,” said Bladud, in an obviously indifferent tone of voice. “I’m sorry for him. Girls like his daughter, who are self-willed, and given to running away, are a heavy affliction to parents. And, truly, I ought to feel sympathy with him, for, although I am seeking for a youth of very different character, we are both so far engaged in similar work—search for the lost. And what of my father, mother, and sister?”


  “All hale and hearty!” replied Beniah, with a sigh of relief, “and all anxious for your return, especially Hafrydda.”


  At this point Dromas looked at the speaker with deepened interest.


  “She is a good girl, your sister,” continued Beniah, “and greatly taken up just now with that old woman you met in my cave. Hafrydda has strange fancies.”


  “She might have worse fancies than being taken up with poor old women,” returned the prince. “I’m rather fond of them myself, and was particularly attracted by the old woman referred to. She was—what! choking again, Beniah? Come, I think you have had enough for one meal. And so have we all, friends, therefore we had better away to roost if we are to be up betimes in the morning.”
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  Chapter Thirty Four.


  Bladud’s Return and Trials.


  



  We need scarcely say that there was joy at the court of King Hudibras when Bladud returned home, cured of his terrible disease.


  The first person whom the prince hurried off to visit, after seeing his father, and embracing his mother and sister, was the northern chief Gadarn. That jovial character was enjoying a siesta after the mid-day meal at the time, but willingly arose on the prince being announced.


  “Glad to see you, Gadarn,” said Bladud, entering the room that had been apportioned to the chief, and sitting down on a bench for visitors, which, according to custom, stood against the inner wall of the apartment. “I hope your head is clear and your arm strong.”


  “Both are as they should be,” answered Gadarn, returning the salutation.


  “I thank you,” replied the prince, “my arm is indeed strong, but my head is not quite as clear as it might be.”


  “Love got anything to do with it?” asked Gadarn, with a knowing look.


  “Not the love of woman, if that is what you mean.”


  “Truly that is what I do mean—though, of course, I admit that one’s horses and dogs have also a claim on our affections. What is it that troubles you, my son?”


  The affectionate conclusion of this reply, and the chief’s manner, drew the prince towards him, so that he became confidential.


  “The truth is, Gadarn, that I am very anxious to know what news you have of Cormac—for the fate of that poor boy hangs heavy on my mind. Indeed, I should have refused to quit the Swamp, in spite of the king’s commands and my mother’s entreaties, if you had not sent that message by the Hebrew.”


  “Ah, Bladud, my young friend, that is an undutiful speech for a son to make about his parents,” said the chief, holding up a remonstrative forefinger. “If that is the way you treat your natural parents, how can I expect that—that—I mean—”


  Here the chief was seized with a fit of sneezing, so violent, that it made the prince quite concerned about the safety of his nose.


  “Ha!” exclaimed Gadarn, as a final wind up to the last sneeze, “the air of that Swamp seems to have been too strong for me. I’m growing old, you see. Well—what was I saying?—never mind. You were referring to that poor lad Cormac. Yes, I have news of him.”


  “Good news, I hope?” said the prince, anxiously. “O yes—very good—excellent! That is to say—rather—somewhat indefinite news, for—for the person who saw him told me—in fact, it is difficult to explain, because people are often untrustworthy, and exaggerate reports, so that it is not easy to make out what is true and what is false, or whether both accounts may be true, or the whole thing false altogether. You see, Bladud, our poor brains,” continued the chief, in an argumentative tone, “are so—so—queerly mixed up that one cannot tell—tell—why, there was once a fellow in my army, whose manner of reporting any event, no matter how simple, was so incomprehensible that it was impossible to—to—but let me tell you an anecdote about him. His name was—”


  “Forgive my interrupting you, chief, but I am so anxious to hear something about my lost friend that—”


  “Ha! Bladud, I fear that you are a selfish man, for you have not yet asked about my lost daughter.”


  “Indeed I am not by any means indifferent about her; but—but, you know, I have never seen her, and, to tell the plain truth, my anxiety about the boy drove her out of my mind for the moment. Have you found her?”


  “Ay, that I have; as well and hearty as ever she was, though somewhat more beautiful and a trifle more mischievous. But I will introduce her to you to-morrow. There is to be a grand feast, is there not, at the palace?”


  “Yes; something of the sort, I believe, in honour of my return,” answered the prince, a good deal annoyed by the turn the conversation had taken.


  “Well, then, you shall see her then; for she has only just arrived, and is too tired to see any one,” continued Gadarn, with a suppressed yawn; “and you’ll be sure to fall in love with her; but you had better not, for her affections are already engaged. I give you fair warning, so be on your guard.”


  The prince laughed, and assured his friend that there was no fear, as he had seen thousands of fair girls both in East and West, but his heart had never yet been touched by one of them.


  At this the chief laughed loudly, and assured Bladud that his case had now reached a critical stage: for when young men made statements of that kind, they were always on the point of being conquered.


  “But leave me now, Bladud,” he continued, with a yawn so vast that the regions around the uvula were clearly visible; “I’m frightfully sleepy, and you know you have shortened my nap this afternoon.”


  The prince rose at once.


  “At all events,” he said, “I am to understand, before I go, that Cormac has been seen?”


  “O yes! Certainly; no doubt about that!”


  “And is well?”


  “Quite well.”


  Fain to be content with this in the meantime, Bladud hurried to the apartment of his sister.


  “Hafrydda!” he exclaimed, “has Gadarn gone out of his mind?”


  “I believe not,” she replied, sitting down beside her brother and taking his hand. “Why do you ask?”


  “Because he talks—I say it with all respect—like an idiot.”


  Hafrydda laughed; and her brother thereupon gave her a full account of the recent interview.


  “Now, my sister, you were always straightforward and wise. Give me a clear answer. Has Cormac been found?”


  “No, he has not been found; but—”


  “Then,” interrupted Bladud, in a savage tone that was very foreign to his nature, “Gadarn is a liar!”


  “Oh, brother! say not so.”


  “How can I help it? He gave me to understand that Cormac has been found—at least, well, no, not exactly found, but seen and heard of. I’m no better than the rest of you,” continued Bladud, with a sarcastic laugh. “It seems as if there were something in the air just now which prevents us all from expressing ourselves plainly.”


  “Well, then, brother,” said Hafrydda, with a smile, “if he told you that Cormac has been seen and heard of, and is well, surely that may relieve your mind till to-morrow, when I know that some one who knows all about the boy is to be at our festival. We begin it with games, as usual. Shall you be there?”


  “I’d rather not,” replied the prince almost testily; “but, of course, it would be ungracious not to appear. This, however, I do know, that I shall take no part in the sports.”


  “As you please, brother. We are only too glad to have you home again, to care much about that. But, now, I have something of importance to tell you about myself.”


  Bladud was interested immediately; and for the moment forgot his own troubles as he gazed inquiringly into the fair countenance of the princess.


  “I am going to wed, brother.”


  “Indeed! You do not surprise me, though you alarm me—I know not why. Who is the man?—not Gunrig, I hope.”


  “Alas! no. Poor Gunrig is dead.”


  “Dead! Ah, poor man! I am glad we met at the Swamp.”


  Bladud looked sad for a moment, but did not seem unduly oppressed by the news.


  “The man who has asked me to wed is your friend Dromas.”


  “What!” exclaimed the prince, in blazing surprise, not unmingled with delight. “The man has been here only a few hours! He must have been very prompt!”


  “It does not take many hours to ask a girl to wed; and I like a prompt man,” returned the princess, looking pensively at the floor.


  “But tell me, how came it all about? How did he manage it in so short a time?”


  “Well, brother dear—but you’ll never tell any one, will you?”


  “Never—never!”


  “Well, you must know, when we first met, we—we—”


  “Fell in love. Poor helpless things!”


  “Just so, brother; we fell, somehow in—whatever it was; and he told me with his eyes—and—and—I told him with mine. Then he went off to find you; and came back, having found you—for which I was very grateful. Then he went to father and asked leave to speak to me. Then he went to mother. What they said I do not know; but he came straight to me, took my hand, fixed his piercing black eyes on me, and said, ‘Hafrydda, I love you.’”


  “Was that all?” asked Bladud.


  “Yes; that was all he said; but—but that was not the end of the interview! It would probably have lasted till now, if you had not interrupted us.”


  “I’m so very sorry, sister, but of course I did not know that—”


  They were interrupted at that moment by the servitor, to whom the reader has already been introduced. He entered with a brightly intelligent grin on his expressive face, but, on beholding Bladud, suddenly elongated his countenance into blank stupidity.


  “The old woman waits outside, princess.”


  “Oh, send her here at once.” (Then, when the servitor had left.) “This is the person I mentioned who knows about Cormac.”


  Another moment and the little old woman in the grey shawl was ushered in. She started visibly on beholding Bladud.


  “Come in, granny. I did not expect you till to-morrow.”


  “I thought I was to see you alone,” said the old woman, testily, in her hard, metallic voice.


  “That is true, granny, but I thought you might like to see my brother Bladud, who has just returned home safe and well.”


  “No, I don’t want to see your brother. What do I care for people’s brothers? I want to see yourself, alone.”


  “Let me congratulate you, at all events,” interposed the prince, kindly, “on your having recovered your hearing, grannie. This is not the first time we have met, Hafrydda, but I grieve to see that my old friend’s nerves are not so strong as they used to be. You tremble a good deal.”


  “Yes, I tremble more than I like,” returned the old woman peevishly, “and, perhaps, when you come to my age, young man, and have got the palsy, you’ll tremble more than I do.”


  “Nay, be not angry with me. I meant not to hurt your feelings; and since you wish to be alone with my sister, I will leave you.”


  When he was gone Branwen threw back the grey shawl and stood up with flashing, tearful eyes.


  “Was it kind—was it wise, Hafrydda, to cause me to run so great a risk of being discovered?”


  “Forgive me, dear Branwen, I did not mean to do it, but you arrived unexpectedly, and I let you come in without thinking. Besides, I knew you could easily deceive him. Nobody could guess it was you—not even your own mother.”


  “There must be some truth in that,” returned the maiden, quickly changing her mood, and laughing, “for I deceived my own father yesterday. At the Swamp he found me out at once as Cormac, for I had to speak in my natural voice, and my full face was exposed; but the grey shawl and the metallic voice were too much for him. Dear, good, patient, old man, you have no notion what a fearful amount of abuse he took from me, without losing temper—and I gave him some awful home-thrusts too! I felt almost tempted to kiss him and beg his pardon. But now, Hafrydda, I am beginning to be afraid of what all this deceiving and playing the double-face will come to. And I’m ashamed of it too—I really am. What will Bladud think of me when he finds out? Won’t he despise and hate me?”


  “Indeed he will not. I know his nature well,” returned the princess, kissing, and trying to reassure her friend, whose timid look and tearful eyes seemed to indicate that all her self-confidence and courage were vanishing. “He loves you already, and love is a preventive of hate as well as a sovereign remedy for it.”


  “Ay, he is fond of Cormac, I know, but that is a very different thing from loving Branwen! However, to-morrow will tell. If he cares only for the boy and does not love the girl, I shall return with my father to the far north, and you will never see Branwen more.”
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  Chapter Thirty Five.


  The Plot Thickens.


  



  During the residence of Gadarn at the court of King Hudibras, that wily northern chief had led the king to understand that one of his lieutenants had at last discovered his daughter Branwen in the hands of a band of robbers, from whom he had rescued her, and that he expected her arrival daily.


  “But what made the poor child run away?” asked the king at one of his interviews with his friend. “We were all very fond of her, and she of us, I have good reason to believe.”


  “I have been told,” replied the chief, “that it was the fear of Gunrig.”


  “Gunrig! Why, the man was to wed my daughter. She had no need to fear him.”


  “That may be so, but I know—though it is not easy to remember how I came to know it—that Gunrig had been insolent enough to make up to her, after he was defeated by Bladud, and she was so afraid of him that she ran away, and thus fell into the hands of robbers.”


  While the chief was speaking, Hudibras clenched his hands and glared fiercely.


  “Dared he to think of another girl when he was engaged to my daughter!” he said between his teeth. “It is well that Gunrig is dead, for assuredly I would have killed him.”


  “It is well indeed,” returned Gadarn, “for if your killing had not been sufficient, I would have made it more effectual. But he is out of the way now, so we may dismiss him.”


  “True—and when may we expect Branwen back again, poor child?” asked the king.


  “In a day or two at latest. From what was told me by the runner who was sent on in advance, it is possible that she may be here to-morrow, in time for the sports.”


  The wily chief had settled it in his own mind that Branwen should arrive exactly at the time when there was to be a presentation of chiefs; which ceremony was to take place just before the commencement of the sports. This arrangement he had come to in concert with a little old woman in a grey shawl, who paid him a private visit daily.


  “Do you know, Gadarn, who this youth Cormac is, whom Bladud raves so much about?”


  The northern chief was seized at that moment with one of those violent fits of sneezing to which of late he had become unpleasantly subject.


  “Oh! ye—ye—y–ha! yes;—excuse me, king, but since I went to that Hot Swamp, something seems to have gone wrong wi’—wi’—ha! my nose.”


  “Something will go worse wrong with it, chief, if you go on like that. I thought the last one must have split it. Well, what know you about Cormac?”


  “That he appears to be a very good fellow. I can say nothing more about him than that, except that your son seems to think he owes his life to his good nursing at a critical point in his illness.”


  “I know that well enough,” returned the king, “for Bladud has impressed it on me at least a dozen times. He seems to be very grateful. Indeed so am I, and it would please me much if I had an opportunity of showing my gratitude to the lad. Think you that there is any chance of finding out where he has disappeared to?”


  “Not the least chance in the world.”


  “Indeed!” exclaimed the king in surprise. “That is strange, for Bladud, who has just left me, says that he has the best of reasons for believing that we shall have certain news of him tomorrow. But go, Gadarn, and consult my doctor about this complaint of yours, which interrupts conversation so awkwardly. We can resume our talk at some other time.”


  Gadarn obediently went, holding his sides as if in agony, and sneezing in a manner that caused the roof-tree of the palace to vibrate.


  Returning to his own room he found the little old woman in grey awaiting him.


  “You’ve been laughing again, father,” she said. “I see by the purpleness of your face. You’ll burst yourself at last if you go on so.”


  “Oh! you little old hag—oh! Cormac—oh! Branwen, I hope you won’t be the death of me,” cried the chief, flinging his huge limbs on a couch and giving way to unrestrained laughter, till the tears ran down his cheeks. “If they did not all look so grave when speaking about you, it wouldn’t be so hard to bear. It’s the gravity that kills me. But come, Branwen,” he added, as he suddenly checked himself and took her hand, “what makes you look so anxious, my child?”


  “Because I feel frightened, and ashamed, and miserable,” she answered, with no symptom of her sire’s hilarity. “I doubt if I should have followed Bladud—but if I had not he would have died—and I don’t like to think of all the deceptions I have been practising—though I couldn’t very well help it—could I? Then I fear that Bladud will forget Cormac when he learns to despise Branwen—”


  “Despise Branwen!” shouted Gadarn, fiercely, as his hand involuntarily grasped the hilt of his sword. “If he did, I would cleave him from his skull to his waist—”


  “Quiet you, my sweet father,” said Branwen, with a little smile, “you know that two can play at that game, and that you have a skull and a waist as well as Bladud—though your waist is a good deal thicker than his. I’m not so sure about the skull!”


  “I accept your reproof, child, for boastfulness is hateful in a warrior. But get up, my love. What would happen if some one came into the room and found a little old hag sitting on my knee with her arm around my neck?”


  “Ah, true, father. I did not think of that. I’m rather given to not thinking of some things. Perhaps that inquisitive servitor may be—no, he’s not there this time,” said Branwen, reclosing the door and sitting down on a stool beside the chief. “Now come, father, and learn your lesson.”


  Gadarn folded his hands and looked at his child with an air of meek humility.


  “Well?”


  “Well, first of all, you must tell the king tomorrow, at the right time, that I have just come back, and am very tired and shall not appear till you take me to him while the other people are being presented. Then you will lead me forward and announce me with a loud voice, so that no one shall fail to hear that I am Branwen, your daughter, you understand? Now, mind you speak well out.”


  “I understand—with a shout, something like my battle-cry!”


  “Not exactly so loud as that, but so as Bladud shall be sure to hear you; and he will probably be near to his father at the time.”


  “Just so. What next?”


  “Oh, that’s all you will have to do. Just retire among the other courtiers then, and leave the rest to me.”


  “That’s a very short lesson, my little one; would you not like to be introduced to Bladud too? He does not know you, you know.”


  “Certainly not; that would ruin all—you dear old goose. Just do exactly what I tell you, and you will be sure to go right.”


  “How like your dear mother you are, my little one, in your modest requirements!”


  Having finished the lesson, the little old woman retired to a remote part of the palace which, through Hafrydda’s influence, had been assigned to her, and the great northern chief, unbuckling his sword-belt, called lustily for his mid-day meal.


  Customs at that date, you see, were more free-and-easy than they are now, and less ceremonious. The visitors at the palace of King Hudibras were expected only to appear at the royal board at the evening meal after all the business or pleasure of each day was over. At all other times they were supposed to do as they pleased and shout for food as they happened to require it.


  It is perhaps unnecessary to comment on the exceeding convenience of this custom, leaving, as it did, every one to follow the bent of inclination, from earliest morn till dewy eve, with the prospect of an enjoyable reunion after dark—during which, of course, the adventures of each were narrated, exaggerated, underrated, or commented on, as the case might be, and the social enjoyments were enhanced by warlike and sentimental song as well as by more or less—usually more than less—thrilling story.
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  Chapter Thirty Six.


  The Dénouement.


  



  It was a sunny, frosty, glorious forenoon when King Hudibras awoke to the consciousness of the important day that was before him, and the importunate vacuum that was within him.


  Springing out of bed with a right royal disregard of appearances he summoned his servitor-in-waiting and ordered breakfast.


  In the breakfast-room he met the queen, Hafrydda, Bladud, and Dromas—the latter being now considered one of the family—and these five proceeded to discuss and arrange the proceedings of the day during the progress of the meal.


  “You will join in the sports, of course, son Dromas,” said the king, “and show us how the Olympic victors carry themselves. Ha! I should not wonder if a few of our lads will give you some trouble to beat them.”


  “You may be right, father,” returned the young man, modestly, “for one of your lads has already beaten me at most things.”


  “You mean Bladud?” returned the king.


  “Dromas is only so far right,” interposed the prince. “It is true that where mere brute force is required I usually have the advantage, but where grace and speed come into play I am lost.”


  Of course Dromas would not admit this, and of course Hafrydda’s fair cheeks were crimsoned when the youth, accidentally looking up, caught the princess accidentally gazing at him; and, still more of course, the king, who was sharp as a needle in such matters, observed their confusion and went into a loud laugh, which he declared was only the result of merry thoughts that were simmering in his brain.


  The reception was to be held in the large hall of the palace. No ladies were to be presented, for it must be remembered that these were barbarous times, and woman had not yet attained to her true position! Indeed, there was to be no ceremony whatever—no throne, no crown, no gold-sticks in waiting or other sticks of any kind. It was to be a sort of free-and-easy conversazione in the presence of the royal family, where, just before the sports began, any one who was moved by that ambition might hold personal intercourse with the king, and converse with him either on the affairs of State, or on private matters, or subjects of a more light and social kind—such as the weather.


  At the appointed hour—which was indicated by that rough and ready but most natural of sun-dials, the shadow of a tree falling on a certain spot—the royal family adjourned to the large hall, and the unceremonious ceremony began.


  First of all, on the doors being thrown open a crowd of nobles—or warriors—entered, and while one of them went to the king, and began an earnest entreaty that war might be declared without delay against a certain chief who was particularly obnoxious to him, another sauntered up to the princess and began a mild flirtation in the primitive manner, which was characteristic of the sons of Mars in that day—to the unutterable jealousy of Dromas, who instantly marked him down as a fit subject for overwhelming defeat at the approaching games. At the same time the family doctor paid his respects to the queen and began to entertain her with graphic accounts of recent cases—for doctors had no objection to talking “shop” in those days.


  We have said that no ladies were admitted to places of public importance, such as grand-stands or large halls, but we have also pointed out that the ladies of the royal family and their female friends formed an exception to the rule. It was, as it were, the dawn of women’s freedom—the insertion of the small end of that wedge which Christianity and civilisation were destined to drive home—sometimes too far home!


  Gradually the hall began to fill, and the hum of conversation became loud, when there was a slight bustle at the door which caused a modification though not a cessation of the noise.


  It was caused by the entrance of Gadarn leading Branwen by the hand. The girl was now dressed in the costume that befitted her age and sex, and it is best described by the word simplicity. Her rich auburn hair fell in short natural curls on her neck—the luxuriant volume of it having, as the reader is aware, been sacrificed some time before. She wore no ornament of any kind save, on one side of her beautiful head, a small bunch of wild-flowers that had survived the frost.


  At the time of their entrance, Bladud was stooping to talk with Hafrydda and did not observe them, but when he heard Gadarn’s sonorous voice he turned with interest to listen.


  “King Hudibras,” said the northern chief, in a tone that produced instant silence, “I have found the lost one—my daughter Branwen.”


  As they moved through the crowd of tall warriors Bladud could not at first catch sight of the girl.


  “Ha! Hafrydda,” he said, with a pleasant smile, “your young friend and companion found at last. I congratulate you. I’m so glad that—”


  He stopped, the colour fled from his cheeks, his chest heaved. He almost gasped for breath. Could he believe his eyes, for there stood a girl with the features, the hair, the eyes of Cormac, but infinitely more beautiful!


  For some time the poor prince stood utterly bereft of speech. Fortunately no one observed him, as all were too much taken up with what was going on. The king clasped the girl’s hands and kissed her on both cheeks. Then the queen followed, and asked her how she could have been so cruel as to remain so long away. And Branwen said a few words in reply.


  It seemed as if an electric shock passed through Bladud, for the voice also was the voice of Cormac!


  At this point the prince turned to look at his sister. She was gazing earnestly into his face.


  “Hafrydda—is—is that really Branwen?”


  “Yes, brother, that is Branwen. I must go to her.”


  As she spoke, she started off at a run and threw her arms round her friend’s neck.


  “I cannot—cannot believe it is you,” she exclaimed aloud—and then, whispering in Branwen’s ear, “oh! you wicked creature, to make such a hypocrite of me. But come,” she added aloud, “come to my room. I must have you all to myself alone.”


  For one moment, as they passed, Branwen raised her eyes, and, as they met those of the prince, a deep blush overspread her face. Another moment and the two friends had left the hall together.


  We need not weary the reader by describing the games and festivities that followed. Such matters have probably been much the same, in all important respects, since the beginning of time. There was a vast amount of enthusiasm and willingness to be contented with little on the part of the people, and an incredible desire to talk and delay matters, and waste time, on the part of judges, umpires, and starters, but there was nothing particularly noteworthy, except that Bladud consented to run one race with his friend Dromas, and was signally beaten by him, to the secret satisfaction of Hafrydda, and the open amusement of the king.


  But Branwen did not appear at the games, nor did she appear again during the remainder of that day, and poor Bladud was obliged to restrain his anxiety, for he felt constrained to remain beside his father, and, somehow, he failed in his various attempts to have a few words of conversation with his mother.


  At last, like all sublunary things, the games came to an end, and the prince hastened to his sister’s room.


  “May I come in?” he asked, knocking.


  “Yes, brother.”


  There was a peculiar tone in her voice, and a curious expression in her eyes, that the prince did not fail to note.


  “Hafrydda,” he exclaimed, eagerly, “there is no Cormac?”


  “True, brother, there is no Cormac—there never was. Branwen and Cormac are one!”


  “And you knew it—and she knew it, all along. Oh, why did you agree to deceive me?”


  “Nay, brother, I did not mean to deceive you—at least not at first. Neither did Branwen. I knew nothing about it till she came home, after being with you at the Swamp, and told me that she was impelled by sheer pity to follow you, intending to nurse you; thinking at first that we had let you go to die alone. Then she was caught in the woods by robbers, and she only escaped from them by putting on a boy’s dress and running away. They gave chase, however, caught her up, and, had it not been for you, would have recaptured her. The rest you know. But now, brother, I am jealous for my dear friend. She has expressed fear that, in her great pity for you, she may be thought to have acted an unwomanly part, and that you will perhaps despise her.”


  “Unwomanly! despise!” exclaimed Bladud in amazement. “Hafrydda, do you regard me as a monster of ingratitude?”


  “Nay, brother, that do I not. I think that you could never despise one who has felt such genuine pity for you as to risk and endure so much.”


  “Hafrydda, do you think there is no stronger feeling than pity for me in the heart of Branwen?” asked Bladud in a subdued, earnest voice.


  “That you must find out for yourself, brother,” answered the princess. “Yet after all, if you are only fond of Cormac, what matters the feeling that may be in the heart of Branwen? Are you in love with her already, Bladud, after so short an acquaintance?”


  “In love with her!” exclaimed the prince. “There is no Cormac. There is but one woman in the wide world now—”


  “That is not complimentary to your mother and myself, I fear,” interrupted his sister.


  “But,” continued the prince, paying no regard to the interruption, “is there any chance—any hope—of—of—something stronger than pity being in her heart?”


  “I say again, ask that of herself, Bladud; but now I think of it,” added the princess, leaping up in haste, “I am almost too late to keep an appointment with Dromas!”


  She went out hurriedly, and the prince, full of new-born hopes mingled with depressing anxieties, went away into the neighbouring woods to meditate—for, in the haste of her departure, Hafrydda had neglected to tell him where Branwen was to be found, and he shrank from mentioning her name to any one else.


  But accident—as we call it—sometimes brings about what the most laboured design fails to accomplish.


  Owing to a feeling of anxiety which she could not shake off, Branwen had gone out that evening to cool her fevered brow in the woods, just a few minutes before the prince entered them. It was a strange coincidence; but are not all coincidences strange?


  Seating herself on a fallen tree she cast up her eyes towards the sky where a solitary star, like a beacon of hope, was beginning to twinkle. She had not been there more than a few minutes when a rustle in the neighbouring thicket startled her. Almost before she had time to look round the prince stood before her. She trembled, for now she felt that the decisive hour had come—whether for good or evil.


  Seating himself beside her, the prince took one of her hands in his and looked steadily into her downcast face.


  “Corm— Bran—” he began, and stopped.


  She looked up.


  “Branwen,” he said, in a low, calm voice, “will it pain you very much to know that I am glad—inexpressibly glad—that there is no youth Cormac in all the wide world?”


  Whether she was pained or not the girl did not say, but there was a language in her eyes which induced Bladud to slip his disengaged arm round—well, well, there are some things more easily conceived than described. She seemed about to speak, but Bladud stopped her mouth—how, we need not tell—not rudely, you may be sure—suffice to say that when the moon arose an hour later, and looked down into the forest that evening she saw the prince and Branwen still seated, hand in hand, on the fallen tree, gazing in rapt attention at the stars.
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  Chapter Thirty Seven.


  The Last.


  



  When Bladud walked out to the Hebrew’s hut next day and informed him of what had taken place, that long-suffering man heaved a deep sigh and expressed his intense relief that the whole affair was at last cleared up and had come to an end.


  “I cannot view matters in the same light that you do, Beniah,” said the prince, “for, in my opinion, things have only now come to a satisfactory beginning. However, I suppose that you are thinking of the strange perplexities in which you have been involved so long.”


  “I would not style them perplexities, prince, but intrigues—obvious and unjustifiable intrigues—in which innocent persons have been brought frequently to the verge of falsehood—if they have not, indeed, been forced to overstep the boundary.”


  “Surely, Beniah, circumstances, against which none of us had power to contend, had somewhat to do with it all, as well as intrigue.”


  “I care not,” returned the Hebrew, “whether it was the intrigues of your court or the circumstances of it, which were the cause of all the mess in which I and others have been involved, but I am aweary of it, and have made up my mind to leave the place and retire to a remote part of the wilderness, where I may find in solitude solace to my exhausted spirit, and rest to my old bones.”


  “That will never do, Beniah,” said the prince, laughing. “You take too serious a view of the matter. There is no fear of any more intrigues or circumstances arising to perplex you for some time to come. Besides, I want your services very much—but, before broaching that point, let me ask why you have invited me to come to see you here. Hafrydda gave me your message—”


  “My message!” repeated the Hebrew in surprise.


  “Yes—to meet you here this forenoon on urgent business. If it is anything secret you have to tell me, I hope you have not got your wonderful old witch in the back cave, for she seems to have discovered as thorough a cure for deafness as I found for leprosy at the Hot Swamp.”


  “Wonderful old witch!” repeated Beniah, with a dazed look, and a tone of exasperation that the prince could not account for. “Do you, then, not know about that old woman?”


  “Oh! yes, I know only too much about her,” replied Bladud. “She has been staying at the palace for some time, as you know, and rather a lively time the old hag has given us. She went in to see my mother one day and threw her into convulsions, from which, I think, she has hardly recovered yet. Then she went to my father’s room—the chief Gadarn and I were with him at the time—and almost before she had time to speak they went into fits of laughter at her till the tears ran down their cheeks. I must say it seemed to me unnecessarily rude and unkind, for, although the woman is a queer old thing, and has little more of her face visible than her piercing black eyes, I could see nothing to laugh at in her shrivelled-up, bent little body. Besides this, she has kept the domestics in a state of constant agitation, for most of them seem to think her a limb of the evil spirit. But what makes you laugh so?”


  “Oh! I see now,” returned the Hebrew, controlling himself by a strong effort. “I understand now why the old woman wished to be present at our interview. Come forth, thou unconscionable hag!” added Beniah, in the voice of a stentor, “and do your worst. I am past emotion of any kind whatever now.”


  As he spoke he gazed, with the resigned air of a martyr, at the inner end of his cavern. Bladud also looked in that direction. A moment later and the little old woman with the grey shawl appeared; thrust out the plank bridge; crossed over, and tottered towards them.


  “Dearie me! Beniah, there’s no need to yell so loud. You know I’ve got back my hearing. What want ye with me? I’m sure I have no wish to pry into the secrets of this young man or yourself. What d’ye want?”


  But Beniah stood speechless, a strange expression on his face, his lips firmly compressed and his arms folded across his breast.


  “Have you become as dumb as I was deaf, old man?” asked the woman, petulantly.


  Still the Hebrew refused to speak.


  “Have patience with him, old woman,” said Bladud, in a soothing tone. “He is sometimes taken with unaccountable fits—”


  “Fits!” interrupted the old woman. “I wish he had the fits that I have sometimes. Perhaps they would cure him of his impudence. They would cure you too, young man, of your stupidity.”


  “Stupidity!” echoed Bladud, much amused. “I have been credited with pride and haste and many other faults in my day, but never with stupidity.”


  “Was it not stupid of you to go and ask that silly girl to wed you—that double-faced thing that knows how to cheat and deceive and—”


  “Come, come, old woman,” said the prince, repressing with difficulty a burst of indignation. “You allow your old tongue to wag too freely. I suppose,” he added, turning to Beniah, “that we can conclude our conversation outside?”


  But the Hebrew still remained immovable and sternly dumb.


  Unable to understand this, Bladud turned again to the old woman, but, lo! the old woman was gone, and in her place stood Branwen, erect, with the grey shawl thrown back, and a half-timid smile on her face.


  To say that Bladud was thunderstruck is not sufficient to indicate his condition. He stood as if rooted to the spot with his whole being concentrated in his wide-open blue eyes.


  “Is my presumption too great, Bladud?” asked the girl, hesitatingly. “I did but wish to assure you that I have no other deceptions to practise. That I fear—I hope—that—”


  The prince, recovering himself, sprang forward and once again stopped her mouth—not with his hand; oh! by no means!—while Beniah, with that refinement of wisdom which is the prerogative of age, stepped out to ascertain whether it happened to be rain or sunshine that ruled at the time. Curiously enough he found that it was the latter.


  That evening the doctor of the royal household was summoned by an affrighted servitor to the apartment of Gadarn, who had been overheard choking. The alarmed man of medicine went at once, and, bursting into the room without knocking, found the great northern chief sitting on the edge of his couch purple in the face and with tears in his eyes. The exasperated man leaped up intending to kick the doctor out, but, changing his mind, he kicked the horrified servitor out instead, and, taking the doctor into his confidence, related to him an anecdote which had just been told to him by Bladud.


  “It will be the death of the king,” said Gadarn. “You had better go to him. He may need your services.”


  But the king was made of sterner stuff than his friend imagined. He put strong constraint upon himself, and, being not easily overcome by feeling—or anything else under the sun—he lived to relate the same anecdote to his wife and daughter.


  The day following, Bladud resumed with the Hebrew the conversation that had been interrupted by Branwen.


  “I was going to have said to you, Beniah, that I want your services very much.”


  “You had said that much, prince, before Bran—I mean Cor—that is, the old woman—interrupted us. How can I serve you?”


  “By going back with me to the Hot Swamp and helping to carry out a grand scheme that I have in my brain.”


  The Hebrew shook his head.


  “I love not your grand schemes,” he said, somewhat sternly. “The last grand scheme that your father had was one which, if successfully carried out, would have added a large portion of Albion to his dominions, and would have swept several tribes off the face of the earth. As it was, the mere effort to carry it out cost the lives of many of the best young men on both sides, and left hundreds of mothers, wives, sisters, and children to mourn their irreparable losses, and to wonder what all the fighting was about. Indeed, there are not a few grey-bearded men who share that wonder with the women and children, and who cannot, by any effort of their imagination, see what advantage is gained by either party when the fight is over.”


  “These grey-beards must be thick-skulled, then,” replied the prince with a smile, “for does not the victor retain the land which he has conquered?”


  “Yea, truly, and he also retains the tombs of the goodly young men who have been slain, and also the widows and sweethearts, and the national loss resulting from the war—for all which the land gained is but a paltry return. Moreover, if the All-seeing One cared only for the victors, there might be some understanding of the matter—though at the cost of justice—but, seeing that He cares for the vanquished quite as much as for the victorious, the gain on one side is counterbalanced by the loss on the other side, while the world at large is all the poorer, first, by the loss of much of its best blood, second, by the creation of a vast amount of unutterable sorrow and bitter hatred, and, third, by a tremendous amount of misdirected energy.


  “Look, for instance, at the Hot Swamp. Before the late war it was the abode of a happy and prosperous population. Now, it is a desolation. Hundreds of its youth are in premature graves, and nothing whatever has been gained from it by your father that I can see.”


  “But surely men must defend themselves and their women and children against foes?” said Bladud.


  “Verily, I did not say they should not,” replied Beniah. “Self-defence is a duty; aggressive war, in most cases (I do not say in all), is a blunder or a sin.”


  “I think that my mind runs much on the same line with yours, Beniah, as to these things, but I am pretty sure that a good many years will pass over us before the warriors of the present day will see things in this light.”


  One is apt to smile at Bladud’s prophetic observation, when one reflects that about two thousand seven hundred years have elapsed since that day, and warriors, as well as many civilians, have not managed to see it in this light yet!


  “However,” continued the prince, “the scheme which runs in my head is not one of war—aggressive or defensive—but one of peace, for the betterment of all mankind. As you know, I have begun to build a city at the Hot Swamp, so that all who are sick may go to that beautiful country and find health, as I did. And I want your help in this scheme.”


  “That is well, prince, but I see not how I can aid you. I am not an engineer, who could carry out your devices, nor an architect who could plan your dwellings. And I am too old for manual labour—though, of course, it is not for that you want me.”


  “You are right, Beniah. It is not for that. I have as many strong and willing hands to work as I require, but I want wise heads, full of years and experience, which may aid me in council and guard me from the blunders of youth and inexperience. Besides, man was not, it seems to me, put into this world merely to enjoy himself. If he was, then are the brutes his superiors, for they have no cares, no anxieties about food or raiment, or housing, and they enjoy themselves to the full as long as their little day lasts. There is surely some nobler end for man, and as you have given much study to the works and ways and reputed words of the All-seeing One, I want you to aid me in helping men to look upward—to soar like the eagle above the things of earth, as well as to consider the interests of others, and so, as far as may be, unlearn selfishness. Will you join me for this end?”


  “That will I, with joy,” answered the Hebrew with kindling eye; “but your ambition soars high, prince. Have you spoken to Branwen on these subjects?”


  “Of course I have, and she, like a true woman, enters heartily into my plans. Like myself, she does not think that being wedded and happy is the great end of life, but only the beginning of it. When the wedding is over, our minds will then be set free to devote ourselves to the great work before us.”


  “And what duties in the work will fall to the lot of Branwen?” asked Beniah, with an amused look.


  “The duties of a wife, of course,” returned the prince. “She will lend a sympathetic ear to all plans and proposals; her ingenious imagination will suggest ideas that might escape my grosser mind; her brilliant fancy will produce combinations that my duller brain would never think of; her hopeful spirit will encourage me to perseverance where accident or disaster has a tendency to demoralise, and her loving spirit will comfort me should failure, great or small, be permitted to overtake me. All this, I admit, sounds very selfish, but you asked me what part Branwen should play in regard to my schemes. If you had asked me what part I am to play in her life and work, the picture might be inverted to some extent—for our lives will be mutual—though, of course, I can never be to her what she will be to me.”


  With this exalted idea of the married state, Prince Bladud looked forward to his wedding. Whether Dromas was imbued with similar ideas we cannot tell; but of this we are sure, that he was equally devoted to the princess—as far as outward appearance went—and he entered with keenest zest and appreciation into the plans and aspirations of his friend, with regard to the welfare of mankind in general, and the men of Albion in particular.


  Not many days after that there was a double wedding at Hudibras town, which created a tremendous sensation throughout all the land. For, although news travelled slowly in those days, the fame of Bladud and his wonderful cure, and his great size and athletic powers, coupled with his Eastern learning, and warlike attainments and peaceful proclivities, not to mention the beauty and romantic adventures of his bride, had made such an impression on what may be styled the whole nation, that noted chiefs came from all parts far and near, to his wedding, bringing as many of their distinguished followers with them as they deemed necessary to safe travelling in an unsettled country. Some even came from the great western island called Erin, and others from the remote isle of the north which lay beyond Gadarn’s country, and was at a later period named Ultima Thule.


  “I wonder when they’re going to stop coming,” remarked Gadarn to King Hudibras, as the self-invited guests came pouring in.


  “Let them come,” replied the jovial king, with the air of a man of unlimited means. “The more the merrier. There’s room for all, and the forests are big.”


  “Some of them, I see,” rejoined Gadarn, “are my mortal foes. We shall now have a chance of becoming mortal friends.”


  It might be supposed that the assemblage of such a host from all points of the compass would, as it is sometimes expressed, eat King Hudibras out of house and home; but this was not so, for it was the custom at that time for visitors at royal courts to hunt for their victuals—to go in, as it were, for a grand picnic on a continuous basis, so that the palace of our king, instead of being depleted, became surfeited with food. As his preserves were extensive, and game of all kinds abundant, the expense attendant on this kind of hospitality was nil.


  It would have been very much the reverse had it been necessary to supply drink, but the art of producing liquids which fuddle, stupefy, and madden, had not yet been learnt in this country. Consequently there was no fighting or bloodshed at those jovial festivities, though there was a certain amount of quarrelling—as might be expected amongst independent men who held different opinions on many subjects, although politics and theology had not yet been invented.


  Great were the rejoicings when it was discovered, by each band as it arrived, that there was to be a double wedding; that the Princess Hafrydda was to be one of the brides, and that the fortunate man who had won her was a famous warrior of the mysterious East, and one of the victors at the great games of that part of the world.


  How the ceremony of marriage was performed we have not, after the most painstaking research, been able to ascertain; but that it was performed somehow, and to the satisfaction of all concerned, we are absolutely certain, from the fact that Bladud and Branwen, Dromas and Hafrydda, lived happily together as man and wife for many years afterwards, and brought up large families of stalwart sons and daughters to strengthen the power and increase the prestige of Old Albion.


  This, however, by the way. Of course the chief amusement of the guests was games, followed by songs and dancing in the evenings. And one of the favourite amusements at the games was scientific boxing, for that was an entirely new art to the warriors, alike of Albion, Erin, and Ultima Thule.


  It first burst upon their senses as a new and grand idea when Bladud and Dromas, at the urgent request of their friends, stepped into the arena and gave a specimen of the manner in which the art was practised in Hellas. Of course they did not use what we call knuckle-dusters, nor did they even double their fists, except when moving round each other, and as “gloves” were unknown, they struck out with the hands half open, for they had no wish to bleed each other’s noses or black each other’s eyes for mere amusement.


  At the beginning it was thought that Dromas was no match at all for the gigantic Bladud, but when the wonderful agility of the former was seen—the ease with which he ducked and turned aside his head to evade blows, and the lightning speed with which he countered, giving a touch on the forehead or a dig in the ribs, smiling all the time as if to say, “How d’ye like it?” men’s minds changed with shouts of surprise and satisfaction. And they highly approved of the way in which the champions smilingly shook hands after the bout was over—as they had done before it began.


  They did not, however, perceive the full value of the art until an ambitious young chief from Ultima Thule—a man of immense size and rugged mould with red hair—insisted on Dromas giving him a lesson. The man from Hellas declined at first, but the man from Thule was urgent, and there seemed to be a feeling among the warriors that the young Hellene was afraid.


  “It is so difficult,” he explained, “to hit lightly and swiftly that sometimes an unintentionally hard blow is given, and men are apt to lose their tempers.”


  This was received with a loud laugh by the Thuler.


  “What! I lose my temper on account of a friendly buffet! Besides, I shall take care not to hit hard—you need not fear.”


  “As you will,” returned Dromas, with a good-humoured smile.


  The Thuler stood up and allowed his instructor to put him in the correct attitude. Then the latter faced him and said, “Now, guard yourself.”


  Next moment his left hand shot out and gently touched his opponent’s nose. The Thuler received the touch with what he deemed an orthodox smile and tried to guard it after it had been delivered.


  Then he struck out with his left—being an apt pupil—but Dromas drew back and the blow did not reach him. Then he struck out smartly with his right, but the Hellene put his head to one side and let it pass. Again he struck out rapidly, one hand after the other, without much care whether the blows were light or heavy. Dromas evaded both without guarding, and, in reply, gave the Thuler a smartish touch on his unfortunate nose.


  This was received by the assemblage with a wild shout of surprise and delight, and the Thuler became grave; collected himself as if for real business, and suddenly let out a shower of blows which, had they taken effect, would soon have ended the match, but his blows only fell on air, for Dromas evaded them with ease, returning every now and then a tap on the old spot or a touch on the forehead. At last, seeing that the man was losing temper, he gave him a sharp dig in the wind which caused him to gasp, and a sounding buffet on the cheek which caused him to howl with rage and feel for the hilt of his sword. That dangerous weapon, however, had been judiciously removed by his friends. He therefore rushed at his antagonist, resolved to annihilate him, but was received with two genuine blows—one in the wind, the other on the forehead, which stretched him on the sward.


  The Thuler rose therefrom with a dazed look, and accepted the Hellene’s friendly shake of the hand with an unmeaning smile.


  After the sports had continued for several days King Hudibras proposed an excursion—a sort of gigantic picnic—to the Hot Swamp, where Bladud and his friend had made up their mind to spend their honeymoon.


  Arrived there, they found that immense progress had been made with the new city—insomuch that Dromas assured Hafrydda that it brought to his mind some very ancient fables of great cities rising spontaneously from the ground to the sound of pipes played by the gods.


  The baths, too, were in such an advanced stage that they were able to fill them on the arrival of the host and allow the interested and impatient chiefs to bathe.


  “Don’t let them go in till you give the signal that the baths are ready,” said Gadarn to the king in that grave, suppressed manner which indicated that the northern chief was inclined to mischief.


  “Why?” asked the king.


  “Because, as I understand, you love fair play and no favour. It would not be fair to let some begin before others. They might feel it, you know, and quarrel.”


  “Very well, so be it,” returned the king, and gave orders that no one was to go near the baths until they were quite full, when he would give the signal.


  The chiefs and warriors entering into the spirit of the thing, took quite a boyish delight in stripping themselves and preparing for a rush.


  “Now, are you ready?” said the king.


  “Ay, all ready.”


  “Away, then!”


  The warlike host rushed to the brink of the largest bath and plunged in—some head, others feet, first. But they came out almost as fast as they went in—yelling and spluttering—for the water was much too hot!


  “Ah! I see now,” growled the king, turning to Gadarn—but Gadarn was gone. He found him, a minute later, behind a bush, in fits!


  Pacifying the warriors with some difficulty—for they were a hot-headed generation—the king, being directed by Bladud, ordered the water from the cold lake to be turned on until the bath became bearable. Then the warriors re-entered it again more sedately. The warm water soon restored their equanimity, and ere long the unusual sight was to be seen of bearded men and smooth chins, rugged men and striplings, rolling about like porpoises, shouting, laughing, and indulging in horse-play like veritable boys.


  Truly warmth has much to do with the felicity of mankind!


  Towards afternoon the warriors were ordered to turn out, and, after the water had been allowed to run till it was clear, King Hudibras descended into it with much gravity and a good deal of what was in those ages considered to be ceremonial effect. This was done by way of taking formal possession of the Hot Springs. He was greatly cheered during the process by the admiring visitors, as well as physically by the hot water, and it is said that while his son Bladud was dutifully rubbing him down in the neighbouring booth, he remarked that it was the best bath he ever had in his life, that he would visit the place periodically as long as he lived, and that a palace must be built there for his accommodation.


  From that day the bath was named the “King’s Bath,” and it is so named at the present day.


  Soon after that the queen visited the Swamp and, with her ladies, made use of the bath which had been specially prepared for women; and this one went by the name of the “Queen’s Bath” thereafter. Its site, however, is not now certainly known, and it is not to be confounded with the “Queen’s Bath” of the present day, which was named after Queen Anne.


  Prince Bladud lived to carry out most of his plans. He built a palace for his father in Swamptown. He built a palace for himself and Branwen, with a wing to it for Dromas and Hafrydda, and took up his permanent abode there when he afterwards became king. At the death of his father he added another wing for the queen-mother—with internal doors opening from each wing to the other, in order that they might live, so to speak, as one family. This arrangement worked admirably until the families became large, and the younger members obstreperous, when the internal doors were occasionally, even frequently, shut. He also built a snug house for Konar, and made him Hunter-General to the Royal Household. It is said that, owing to the genial influence of Bladud’s kind nature, Konar recovered his reason, and, forgetting the false fair-one who had jilted him, took to himself a helpmate who more than made up for her loss.


  Captain Arkal soon found that his passion for hot water cooled. As it did so, his love for salt water revived. He returned to Hellas, and, after paying his respects to his pretty Greek wife, and dandling the solid, square, bluff, and resolute baby, he reloaded his ship and returned to Albion. Thus he went and came for many years.


  Little Maikar, however, did not follow his example. True, he accompanied his old captain on his first trip to Hellas, but that was for the purpose of getting possession of a dark-eyed maiden who awaited him there; with whom he returned to Swamptown, and, in that lovely region, spent the remainder of his life.


  Even Addedomar was weaned from outlawry to honesty by the irresistible solicitations of Bladud, and as, in modern times, many an incorrigible poacher makes a first-rate gamekeeper, so the robber-chief became an able head-huntsman under the Hunter-General. The irony of Fate decreed, however, that the man who had once contemplated three wives was not to marry at all. He dwelt with his mother Ortrud to the end of her days in a small house not far from the residence of Konar. Gunrig’s mother also dwelt with them—not that she had any particular regard for them personally, but in order that she might be near to the beautiful girl who had been beloved by her son.


  Gadarn, the great northern chief, ever afterwards paid an annual visit to Swamptown. While that visit lasted there was a general feeling in the palace—especially among the young people—that a jovial hurricane was blowing. During the daytime the gale made itself felt in loud hilarious laughter, song, and story. At night it blew steadily through his nose. After his departure an unaccountable calm seemed to settle down upon the whole region!


  Beniah performed with powerful effect the task allotted to him, for, both by precept and example, he so set forth and obeyed the laws of God that the tone of society was imperceptibly elevated. Men came to know, and to act upon the knowledge, that this world was not their rest; that there is a better life beyond, and, in the contemplation of that life, they, somehow, made this life more agreeable to themselves and to each other.


  Time, which never intermits the beating of his fateful wings, flew by; the centuries rolled on; the Roman invaders came; the Norsemen and Saxons came, the Norman conquerors came, and each left their mark, deep and lasting, on the people and on the land—but they could not check by one hair’s-breadth the perennial flow of the springs in the Hot Swamp, or obliterate the legend on which is founded this Romance of Old Albion.


  The End.
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  Chapter One.


  On the Hunt.


  



  On a brilliant summer morning in the last quarter of the seventeenth century a small troop of horsemen crossed the ford of the river Cairn, in Dumfriesshire, not far from the spot where stands the little church of Irongray, and, gaining the road on the western bank of the stream, wended their way towards the moors and uplands which lie in the neighbourhood of Skeoch Hill.


  The dragoons, for such they were, trotted rapidly along the road that led into the solitudes of the hills, with all the careless dash of men whose interests are centred chiefly on the excitements of the passing hour, yet with the unflagging perseverance of those who have a fixed purpose in view—their somewhat worn aspect and the mud with which they were bespattered, from jack-boot to iron headpiece, telling of a long ride over rugged ground.


  The officer in command of the party rode a little in advance. Close behind him followed two troopers, one of whom was a burly middle-aged man with a stern, swarthy countenance; the other a youth whose tall frame was scarcely, if at all, less powerful than that of his comrade-in-arms, though much more elegant in form, while his youthful and ruddy, yet masculine, countenance suggested that he must at that time have been but a novice in the art of war.


  This youth alone, of all the party, had a somewhat careworn and sad expression on his brow. It could hardly have been the result of fatigue, for there was more of ease and vigour in his carriage than in that of any of his companions.


  “We should be near the river by this time, Glendinning,” said the leader of the party, reining in and addressing the swarthy trooper.


  “Ay, sir, the Cluden rins jist ayont the turn o’ the road there,” replied the man. “Ye’ll hear the roar o’ the fa’ in a meenit or twa.”


  Even as he spoke the dull growl of a cataract was heard, and, a few minutes later, the party came upon the ford of the river.


  It was situated not many yards below the picturesque waterfall, which is now spanned by the Routen Bridge, but which, at that time, was unbridged—at all events, if a bridge had previously existed, it had fallen in or been carried away—and the wild gorge was impassable.


  The sound of the fall alone told of its vicinity, for a dense mass of foliage hid it completely from the troopers’ view until they had surmounted the steep bank on the other side of the stream.


  “Are you well acquainted with this man Black?” asked the leader of the party as they emerged from the thick belt of trees and shrubs by which the Cluden was shaded, and continued their journey on the more open ground beyond.


  “I ken him weel, sir,” answered the trooper. “Andrew Black was an auld freend o’ mine, an’ a big, stoot, angry man he is—kindly disposed, nae doot, when ye let him alane, but a perfe’t deevil incarnate when he’s roosed. He did me an ill turn ance that I’ve no paid him off for yet.”


  “I suppose, then,” said the officer, “that your guiding us so willingly to his cottage is in part payment of this unsettled debt?”


  “Maybe it is,” replied the trooper grimly.


  “They say,” continued the other, “that there is some mystery about the man; that somehow nobody can catch him. Like an eel he has slipped through our fellows’ fingers and disappeared more than once, when they thought they had him quite safe. It is said that on one occasion he managed even to give the slip to Claverhouse himself, which, you know, is not easy.”


  “That may be, sir, but he’ll no slip through my fingers gin I ance git a grup o’ his thrapple,” said the swarthy man, with a revengeful look.


  “We must get a grip of him somehow,” returned the officer, “for it is said that he is a sly helper of the rebels—though it is as difficult to convict as to catch him; and as this gathering, of which our spies have brought information, is to be in the neighbourhood of his house, he is sure to be mixed up with it.”


  “Nae doot o’ that, sir, an’ so we may manage to kill twa birds wi’ ae stane. But I’m in a diffeeculty noo, sir, for ye ken I’m no acquaint wi’ this country nae farer than the Cluden ford, an’ here we hae come to a fork i’ the road.”


  The party halted as he spoke, while the perplexed guide stroked his rather long nose and looked seriously at the two roads, or bridle-paths, into which their road had resolved itself, and each of which led into very divergent parts of the heathclad hills.


  This guide, Glendinning, had become acquainted with Black at a time when the latter resided in Lanarkshire, and, as he had just said, was unacquainted with the region through which they now travelled beyond the river Cluden. After a short conference the officer in command decided to divide the party and explore both paths.


  “You will take one man, Glendinning, and proceed along the path to the right,” he said; “I will try the left. If you discover anything like a house or cot within a mile or two you will at once send your comrade back to let me know, while you take up your quarters in the cottage and await my coming. Choose whom you will for your companion.”


  “I choose Will Wallace, then,” said Glendinning, with a nod to the young trooper whom we have already introduced.


  The youth did not seem at all flattered by the selection, but of course obeyed orders with military promptitude, and followed his comrade for some time in silence, though with a clouded brow.


  “It seems to me,” said the swarthy trooper, as they drew rein and proceeded up a steep ascent at a walk, “that ye’re no’ sae pleased as ye might be wi’ the wark we hae on hand.”


  “Pleased!” exclaimed the youth, whose tone and speech seemed to indicate him an Englishman, “how can I be pleased when all I have been called on to do since I enlisted has been to aid and abet in robbery, cruelty, and murder? I honour loyalty and detest rebellion as much as any man in the troop, but if I had known what I now know I would never have joined you.”


  Glendinning gazed at his companion in amazement. Having been absent on detached service when Will Wallace had joined—about three weeks previously—he was ignorant both as to his character and his recent experiences. He had chosen him on the present occasion simply on account of his youth and magnificent physique.


  “I doot I’ve made a mistake in choosin’ you,” said Glendinning with some asperity, after a few moments, “but it’s ower late noo to rectifee’t. What ails ye, lad? What hae ye seen?”


  “I have seen what I did not believe possible,” answered the other with suppressed feeling. “I have seen a little boy tortured with the thumbscrews, pricked with bayonets, and otherwise inhumanly treated because he would not, or could not, tell where his father was. I have seen a man hung up to a beam by his thumbs because he would not give up money which perhaps he did not possess. I have seen a woman tortured by having lighted matches put between her fingers because she would not, or could not, tell where a conventicle was being held. I did not, indeed, see the last deed actually done, else would I have cut down the coward who did it. The poor thing had fainted and the torture was over when I came upon them. Only two days ago I was ordered out with a party who pillaged the house of a farmer because he refused to take an oath of allegiance, which seems to have been purposely so worded as to make those who take it virtually bondslaves to the King, and which makes him master of the lives, properties, and consciences of his subjects—and all this done in the King’s name and by the King’s troops!”


  “An’ what pairt did you tak’ in these doin’s?” asked Glendinning with some curiosity.


  “I did my best to restrain my comrades, and when they were burning the hayricks, throwing the meal on the dunghill, and wrecking the property of the farmer, I cut the cords with which they had bound the poor fellow to his chair and let him go free.”


  “Did onybody see you do that?”


  “I believe not; though I should not have cared if they had. I’m thoroughly disgusted with the service. I know little or nothing of the principles of these rebels—these fanatics, as you call them—but tyranny or injustice I cannot stand, whether practised by a king or a beggar, and I am resolved to have nothing more to do with such fiendish work.”


  “Young man,” said the swarthy comrade in a voice of considerable solemnity, “ye hae obviously mista’en your callin’. If you werena new to thae pairts, ye would ken that the things ye objec’ to are quite common. Punishin’ an’ harryin’ the rebels and fanatics—Covenanters, they ca’ theirsels—has been gaun on for years ower a’ the land. In my opeenion it’s weel deserved, an’ naething that ye can do or say wull prevent it, though what ye do an’ say is no’ unlikely to cut short yer ain career by means o’ a rope roond yer thrapple. But losh! man, I wonder ye haena heard about thae matters afore now.”


  “My having spent the last few years of my life in an out-of-the-way part of Ireland may account for that,” said Wallace. “My father’s recent death obliged my mother to give up her farm and return to her native town of Lanark, where she now lives with a brother. Poverty and the urgency of a cousin have induced me, unfortunately, to take service with the dragoons.”


  “After what ye’ve said, hoo am I to coont on yer helpin’ me e’noo?” asked Glendinning.


  “As long as I wear the King’s uniform you may count on my obeying orders unless I am commanded to break the plainest laws of God,” answered the young man. “As our present business is only to discover the cottage of Andrew Black, there seems likely to be no difficulty between us just now.”


  “H’m! I’m no’ sure o’ that; but if ye’ll tak’ my advice, lad, ye’ll haud yer tongue aboot thae matters. If Clavers heard the half o’ what ye’ve said to me, he’d send ye into the next warl’ withoot gieing ye time to say yer prayers. Freedom of speech is no permitted at the present time in Scotland—unless it be the right kind of speech, and—”


  He stopped, for at that moment two young girls suddenly appeared at a bend of the road in front of them. They gazed for a moment at the soldiers in evident surprise, and then turned as if to fly, but Glendinning put spurs to his horse and was beside them in a moment. Leaping to the ground, he seized the girls roughly by their arms as they clung together in alarm. One of the two was a dark-eyed little child. The other was fair, unusually pretty, and apparently about fifteen or sixteen years of age.


  The trooper proceeded to question them sharply.


  “Be gentle,” said Will Wallace sternly, as he rode up, and, also dismounting, stood beside them. “No fear of their running away now.”


  The swarthy trooper pretended not to hear, but nevertheless relaxed his grip and merely rested his hand upon the fair girl’s shoulder as he said to the other—


  “Now, my wee doo, ye canna be far frae hame, I’s be sworn. What’s yer name?”


  “Aggie Wilson,” answered the child at once.


  “And yours?”


  “Jean Black,” replied the blonde timidly.


  “Oho! an’ yer faither’s name is Andrew, an’ his hoose is close by, I’ll be bound, so ye’ll be guid eneuch to show us the way till’t. But first, my bonny lass, ye’ll gie me a—”


  Slipping his arm round the waist of the terrified blonde, the trooper rudely attempted to terminate his sentence in a practical manner; but before his lips could touch her face he received a blow from his comrade that sent him staggering against a neighbouring tree.


  Blazing with astonishment and wrath, Glendinning drew his sword and sprang at his companion, who, already full of indignation at the memory of what he had been so recently compelled to witness, could ill brook the indignity thus offered to the defenceless girl. His weapon flashed from its sheath on the instant, and for a few moments the two men cut and thrust at each other with savage ferocity. Wallace, however, was too young and unused to mortal strife to contemplate with indifference the possibility of shedding the blood of a comrade. Quickly recovering himself, he stood entirely on the defensive, which his vigorous activity enabled him easily to do. Burning under the insult he had received, Glendinning felt no such compunctions. He pushed his adversary fiercely, and made a lunge at last which not only passed the sword through the left sleeve of the youth’s coat, but slightly wounded his arm. Roused to uncontrollable anger by this, Will Wallace fetched his opponent a blow so powerful that it beat down his guard, rang like a hammer on his iron headpiece, and fairly hurled the man into the ditch at the roadside.


  Somewhat alarmed at this sudden result, the youth hastily pulled him out, and, kneeling beside him, anxiously examined his head. Much to his relief he found that there was no wound at all, and that the man was only stunned. After the examination, Wallace observed that the girls had taken advantage of the fray to make their escape.


  Indignation and anger having by that time evaporated, and his judgment having become cool, Wallace began gradually to appreciate his true position, and to feel exceedingly uncomfortable. He had recklessly expressed opinions and confessed to actions which would of themselves ensure his being disgraced and cast into prison, if not worse; he had almost killed one of his own comrades, and had helped two girls to escape who could probably have assisted in the accomplishment of the duty on which they had been despatched. His case, he suddenly perceived, was hopeless, and he felt that he was a lost man.


  Will Wallace was quick of thought and prompt in action. Carefully disposing the limbs of his fallen comrade, and resting his head comfortably on a grassy bank, he cast a hurried glance around him.


  On his left hand and behind him lay the rich belt of woodland that marked the courses of the rivers Cluden and Cairn. In front stretched the moors and hills of the ancient district of Galloway, at that time given over to the tender mercies of Graham of Claverhouse. Beside him stood the two patient troop-horses, gazing quietly at the prostrate man, as if in mild surprise at his unusual stillness.


  Beyond this he could not see with the physical eye; but with the mental orb he saw a dark vista of ruined character, blighted hopes, and dismal prospects. The vision sufficed to fix his decision. Quietly, like a warrior’s wraith, he sheathed his sword and betook himself to the covert of the peat-morass and the heather hill.


  He was not the first good man and true who had sought the same shelter.


  At the time of which we write Scotland had for many years been in a woeful plight—with tyranny draining her life-blood, cupidity grasping her wealth, hypocrisy and bigotry misconstruing her motives and falsifying her character. Charles the Second filled the throne. Unprincipled men, alike in Church and State, made use of their position and power to gain their own ends and enslave the people. The King, determined to root out Presbytery from Scotland, as less subservient to his despotic aims, and forcibly to impose Prelacy on her as a stepping-stone to Popery, had no difficulty in finding ecclesiastical and courtly bravos to carry out his designs; and for a long series of dismal years persecution stalked red-handed through the land.


  Happily for the well-being of future generations, our covenanting forefathers stood their ground with Christian heroism, for both civil and religious liberty were involved in the struggle. Their so-called fanaticism consisted in a refusal to give up the worship of God after the manner dictated by conscience and practised by their forefathers; in declining to attend the ministry of the ignorant, and too often vicious, curates forced upon them; and in refusing to take the oath of allegiance just referred to by Will Wallace.


  Conventicles, as they were called—or the gathering together of Christians in houses and barns, or on the hillsides, to worship God—were illegally pronounced illegal by the King and Council; and disobedience to the tyrannous law was punished with imprisonment, torture, confiscation of property, and death. To enforce these penalties the greater part of Scotland—especially the south and west—was overrun by troops, and treated as if it were a conquered country. The people—holding that in some matters it is incumbent to “obey God rather than man,” and that they were bound “not to forsake the assembling of themselves together”—resolved to set the intolerable law at defiance, and went armed to the hill-meetings.


  They took up arms at first, however, chiefly, if not solely, to protect themselves from a licentious soldiery, who went about devastating the land, not scrupling to rob and insult helpless women and children, and to shed innocent blood. Our Scottish forefathers, believing—in common with the lower animals and lowest savages—that it was a duty to defend their females and little ones, naturally availed themselves of the best means of doing so.


  About this time a meeting, or conventicle, of considerable importance was appointed to be held among the secluded hills in the neighbourhood of Irongray; and Andrew Black, the farmer, was chosen to select the particular spot, and make the preliminary arrangements.


  Now this man Black is not easily described, for his was a curiously compound character. To a heart saturated with the milk of human kindness was united a will more inflexible, if possible, than that of a Mexican mule; a frame of Herculean mould, and a spirit in which profound gravity and reverence waged incessant warfare with a keen appreciation of the ludicrous. Peacefully inclined in disposition, with a tendency to believe well of all men, and somewhat free and easy in the formation of his opinions, he was very unwilling to resist authority; but the love of truth and justice was stronger within him than the love of peace.


  In company with his shepherd, Quentin Dick—a man of nearly his own size and build—Andrew Black proceeded to a secluded hollow in Skeoch Hill to gather and place in order the masses of rock which were to form the seats of the communicants at the contemplated religious gathering—which seats remain to this day in the position they occupied at that time, and are familiarly known in the district as “the Communion stones of Irongray.”


  



  [image: ChapterEnd]


  Chapter Two.


  The “Fanatic” and the “Spy.”


  



  The night was dark and threatening when Andrew Black and his shepherd left their cottage, and quickly but quietly made for the neighbouring hill. The weather was well suited for deeds of secrecy, for gusts of wind, with an occasional spattering of rain, swept along the hill-face, and driving clouds obscured the moon, which was then in its first quarter.


  At first the two men were obliged to walk with care, for the light was barely sufficient to enable them to distinguish the sheep-track which they followed, and the few words they found it necessary to speak were uttered in subdued tones. Jean Black and her cousin Aggie Wilson had reported their rencontre with the two dragoons, and Quentin Dick had himself seen the main body of the troops from behind a heather bush on his way back to the farm, therefore caution was advisable. But as they climbed Skeoch Hill, and the moon shed a few feeble rays on their path, they began to converse more freely. For a few minutes their intercourse related chiefly to sheep and the work of the farm, for both Andrew and his man were of that sedate, imperturbable nature which is not easily thrown off its balance by excitement or danger. Then their thoughts turned to the business in hand.


  “Nae fear o’ the sodgers comin’ here on a nicht like this,” remarked Andrew, as a squall nearly swept the blue bonnet off his head.


  “Maybe no,” growled Quentin Dick sternly, “but I’ve heard frae Tam Chanter that servants o’ that Papist Earl o’ Nithsdale, an’ o’ the scoondrel Sir Robert Dalziel, hae been seen pokin’ their noses aboot at Irongray. If they git wund o’ the place, we’re no likely to hae a quiet time o’t. Did ye say that the sodgers ill-used the bairns?”


  “Na!—ane o’ them was inclined to be impident, but the ither, a guid-lookin’ young felly, accordin’ to Jean, took their pairt an’ quarrelled wi’ his comrade, sae that they cam to loggerheeds at last, but what was the upshot naebody kens, for the bairns took to their heels an’ left them fechtin’.”


  “An’ what if they sud fin’ yer hoose an’ the bairns unproteckit?” asked the shepherd.


  “They’re no likely to fin’ the hoose in a nicht like this, man; an’ if they do, they’ll fin’ naebody but Ramblin’ Peter there, for I gied the lassies an’ the women strick orders to tak’ to the hidy-hole at the first soond o’ horses’ feet.”


  By this time the men had reached a secluded hollow in the hill, so completely enclosed as to be screened from observation on all sides. They halted here a few moments, for two dark forms were seen in the uncertain light to be moving about just in front of them.


  “It’s them,” whispered Andrew.


  “Whae?” asked the shepherd.


  “Alexander McCubine an’ Edward Gordon.”


  “Guid an’ safe men baith,” responded Quentin; “ye better gie them a cry.”


  Andrew did so by imitating the cry of a plover. It was replied to at once.


  “The stanes are big, ye see,” explained Andrew, while the two men were approaching. “It’ll tak’ the strength o’ the fowr o’ us to lift some o’ them.”


  “We’ve got the cairn aboot finished,” said McCubine as he came up. He spoke in a low voice, for although there was no probability of any one being near, they were so accustomed to expect danger because of the innumerable enemies who swarmed about the country, that caution had almost become a second nature.


  Without further converse the four men set to work in silence. They completed a circular heap, or cairn, of stones three or four feet high, and levelled the top thereof to serve as a table or a pulpit at the approaching assembly. In front of this, and stretching towards a sloping brae, they arranged four rows of very large stones to serve as seats for the communicants, with a few larger stones between them, as if for the support of rude tables of plank. It took several hours to complete the work. When it was done Andrew Black surveyed it with complacency, and gave it as his opinion that it was a “braw kirk, capable o’ accommodatin’ a congregation o’ some thoosands, mair or less.” Then the two men, Gordon and McCubine, bidding him and the shepherd good-night, went away into the darkness from which they had emerged.


  “Whar’ll they be sleepin’ the nicht?” asked the shepherd, as he and Andrew turned homeward.


  “I’ the peat-bog, I doot, for I daurna tak’ them hame whan the dragoons is likely to gie us a ca’; besides, the hidy-hole wull be ower fu’ soon. Noo, lad,” he added, as they surmounted a hillock, from which they had a dim view of the surrounding country, “gang ye doon an’ see if ye can fin’ oot onything mair aboot thae sodgers. I’ll awa’ hame an see that a’s right there.”


  They parted, the shepherd turning sharp off to the right, while the farmer descended towards his cottage. He had not advanced above half the distance when an object a little to the left of his path induced him to stop. It resembled a round stone, and was too small to have attracted the attention of any eye save one which was familiar with every bush and stone on the ground. Grasping a stout thorn stick which he carried, Andrew advanced towards the object in question with catlike caution until quite close to it, when he discovered that it was the head of a man who was sleeping soundly under a whin-bush. A closer inspection showed that the man wore an iron headpiece, a soldier’s coat, and huge jack-boots.


  “A dragoon and a spy!” thought Andrew, while he raised his cudgel, the only weapon he carried, and frowned. But Andrew was a merciful man; he could not bring himself to strike a sleeping man, even though waking him might entail a doubtful conflict, for he could see that the trooper’s hand grasped the hilt of his naked sword. For a few moments he surveyed the sleeper, as if calculating his chances, then he quietly dropped his plaid, took off his coat, and untying his neckcloth, laid it carefully on one side over a bush. Having made these preparations, he knelt beside Will Wallace—for it was he—and grasped him firmly by the throat with both hands.


  As might have been expected, the young trooper attempted to spring up, and tried to use his weapon; but, finding this to be impossible at such close quarters, he dropped it, and grappled the farmer with all his might; but Andrew, holding on to him like a vice, placed his knee upon his chest and held him firmly down.


  “It’s o’ nae manner o’ use to strive, ye see,” said Andrew, relaxing his grip a little; “I’ve gotten ye, an’ if ye like to do my biddin’ I’ll no be hard on ye.”


  “If you will let me rise and stand before me in fair fight, I’ll do your business if not your bidding,” returned Wallace in a tone of what may be termed stern sulkiness.


  “Div ye think it’s likely I’ll staund before you in fair fecht, as you ca’d—you wi’ a swurd, and me wi’ a bit stick, my lad? Na, na, ye’ll hae to submit, little though ye like it.”


  “Give me the stick, then, and take you the sword, I shall be content,” said the indignant trooper, making another violent but unsuccessful effort to free himself.


  “It’s a fair offer,” said Andrew, when he had subdued the poor youth a second time, “an’ reflec’s favourably on yer courage, but I’m a man o’ peace, an’ have no thirst for bloodshed—whilk is more than ye can say, young man; but if ye’ll let me tie yer hands thegither, an’ gang peaceably hame wi’ me, I’s promise that nae mischief’ll befa’ ye.”


  “No man shall ever tie my hands together as long as there is life in my body,” replied the youth.


  “Stop, stop, callant!” exclaimed Andrew, as Will was about to renew the struggle. “The pride o’ youth is awful. Hear what I’ve gotten to say to ye, man, or I’ll hae to throttle ye ootright. It’ll come to the same thing if ye’ll alloo me to tie ane o’ my hands to ane o’ yours. Ye canna objec’ to that, surely, for I’ll be your prisoner as muckle as you’ll be mine—and that’ll be fair play, for we’ll leave the swurd lyin’ on the brae to keep the bit stick company.”


  “Well, I agree to that,” said Wallace, in a tone that indicated surprise with a dash of amusement.


  “An’ ye promise no’ to try to get away when you’re tied to—when I’m tied to you?”


  “I promise.”


  Hereupon the farmer, reaching out his hand, picked up the black silk neckcloth which he had laid aside, and with it firmly bound his own left wrist to the right wrist of his captive, talking in a grave, subdued tone as he did so.


  “Nae doot the promise o’ a spy is hardly to be lippened to, but if I find that ye’re a dishonourable man, ye’ll find that I’m an uncomfortable prisoner to be tied to. Noo, git up, lad, an’ we’ll gang hame thegither.”


  On rising, the first thing the trooper did was to turn and take a steady look at the man who had captured him in this singular manner.


  “Weel, what d’ye think o’ me?” asked Andrew, with what may be termed a grave smile.


  “If you want to know my true opinion,” returned Wallace, “I should say that I would not have thought, from the look of you, that you could have taken mean advantage of a sleeping foe.”


  “Ay—an’ I would not have thought, from the look o’ you,” retorted Andrew, “that ye could hae sell’t yersel’ to gang skulkin’ aboot the hills as a spy upon the puir craters that are only seekin’ to worship their Maker in peace.”


  Without further remark Andrew Black, leaving his coat and plaid to keep company with the sword and stick, led his prisoner down the hill.


  Andrew’s cottage occupied a slight hollow on the hillside, which concealed it from every point of the compass save the high ground above it. Leading the trooper up to the door, he tapped gently, and was promptly admitted by some one whom Wallace could not discern, as the interior was dark.


  “Oh, Uncle Andrew! I’m glad ye’ve come, for Peter hasna come back yet, an’ I’m feared somethin’ has come ower him.”


  “Strike a light, lassie. I’ve gotten haud o’ a spy here, an’ canna weel do’t mysel’.”


  When a light was procured and held up, it revealed the pretty face of Jean Black, which underwent a wondrous change when she beheld the face of the prisoner.


  “Uncle Andrew!” she exclaimed, “this is nae spy. He’s the man that cam’ to the help o’ Aggie an’ me against the dragoon.”


  “Is that sae?” said Black, turning a look of surprise on his prisoner.


  “It is true, indeed, that I had the good fortune to protect Jean and her friend from an insolent comrade,” answered Wallace; “and it is also true that that act has been partly the cause of my deserting to the hills, being starved for a day and a night, and taken prisoner now as a spy.”


  “Sir,” said Andrew, hastily untying the kerchief that bound them together, “I humbly ask your pardon. Moreover, it’s my opeenion that if ye hadna been starvin’ ye wadna have been here ’e noo, for ye’re uncommon teuch. Rin, lassie, an’ fetch some breed an’ cheese. Whar’s Marion an’ Is’b’l?”


  “They went out to seek for Peter,” said Jean, as she hastened to obey her uncle’s mandate.


  At that moment a loud knocking was heard at the door, and the voice of Marion, one of the maid-servants, was heard outside. On the door being opened, she and her companion Isabel burst in with excited looks and the information, pantingly given, that the “sodgers were comin’.”


  “Haud yer noise, lassie, an’ licht the fire—pit on the parritch pat. Come, Peter, let’s hear a’ aboot it.”


  Ramblin’ Peter, who had been thus named because of his inveterate tendency to range over the neighbouring hills, was a quiet, undersized, said-to-be weak-minded boy of sixteen years, though he looked little more than fourteen. No excitement whatever ruffled his placid countenance as he gave his report—to the effect that a party of dragoons had been seen by him not half an hour before, searching evidently for his master’s cottage.


  “They’ll soon find it,” said the farmer, turning quickly to his domestics— “Away wi’ ye, lassies, and hide.”


  The two servant-girls, with Jean and her cousin Aggie Wilson, ran at once into an inner room and shut the door. Ramblin’ Peter sat stolidly down beside the fire and calmly stirred the porridge-pot, which was nearly full of the substantial Scottish fare.


  “Noo, sir,” said Black, turning to Will Wallace, who had stood quietly watching the various actors in the scene just described, “yer comrades’ll be here in a wee while. May I ask what ye expect?”


  “I expect to be imprisoned at the least, more probably shot.”


  “Hm! pleasant expectations for a young man, nae doot. I’m sorry that it’s oot o’ my power to stop an’ see the fun, for the sodgers have strange suspicions aboot me, so I’m forced to mak’ mysel’ scarce an’ leave Ramblin’ Peter to do the hospitalities o’ the hoose. But before I gang awa’ I wad fain repay ye for the guid turn ye did to my bairns. If ye are willin’ to shut yer eyes an’ do what I tell ye, I’ll put you in a place o’ safety.”


  “Thank you, Mr Black,” returned Wallace; “of course I shall only be too glad to escape from the consequences of my unfortunate position; but do not misunderstand me: although neither a spy nor a Covenantor I am a loyal subject, and would not now be a deserter if that character had not been forced upon me, first by the brutality of the soldiers with whom I was banded, and then by the insolence of my comrade-in-arms to your daughter—”


  “Niece; niece,” interrupted Black; “I wish she was my dauchter, bless her bonny face! Niver fear, sir, I’ve nae doot o’ yer loyalty, though you an’ yer freends misdoot mine. I claim to be as loyal as the best o’ ye, but there’s nae dictionary in this warld that defines loyalty to be slavish submission o’ body an’ sowl to a tyrant that fears naether God nor man. The quastion noo is, Div ye want to escape and wull ye trust me?”


  The sound of horses galloping in the distance tended to quicken the young trooper’s decision. He submitted to be blindfolded by his captor.


  “Noo, Peter,” said Andrew, as he was about to lead Wallace away, “ye ken what to dae. Gie them plenty to eat; show them the rum bottle, let them hae the rin o’ the hoose, an’ say that I bade ye treat them weel.”


  “Ay,” was Ramblin’ Peter’s laconic reply.


  Leading his captive out at the door, round the house, and re-entering by a back door, apparently with no other end in view than to bewilder him, Andrew went into a dark room, opened some sort of door—to enter which the trooper had to stoop low—and conducted him down a steep, narrow staircase.


  The horsemen meanwhile had found the cottage and were heard at that moment tramping about in front, and thundering on the door for admittance.


  Wallace fancied that the door which closed behind him must be of amazing thickness, for it shut out almost completely the sounds referred to.


  On reaching the foot of the staircase, and having the napkin removed from his eyes, he found himself in a long, low, vaulted chamber. There was no one in it save his guide and a venerable man who sat beside a deal table, reading a document by the light of a tallow candle stuck in the mouth of a black bottle.


  The soldiers, meanwhile, having been admitted by Ramblin’ Peter, proceeded to question that worthy as to Andrew Black and his household. Not being satisfied of the truth of his replies they proceeded to apply torture in order to extract confession. It was the first time that this mode of obtaining information had been used in Black’s cottage, and it failed entirely, for Ramblin’ Peter was staunch, and, although inhumanly thrashed and probed with sword-points, the poor lad remained dumb, insomuch that the soldiers at length set him down as an idiot, for he did not even cry out in his agonies—excepting in a curious, half-stifled manner—because he knew well that if his master were made aware by his cries of what was going on he would be sure to hasten to the rescue at the risk of his life.


  Having devoured the porridge, drunk the rum, and destroyed a considerable amount of the farmer’s produce, the lawless troopers, who seemed to be hurried in their proceedings at that time, finally left the place.


  About the time that these events were taking place in and around Black’s cottage, bands of armed men with women and even children were hastening towards the same locality to attend the great “conventicle,” for which the preparations already described were being made.


  The immediate occasion of the meeting was the desire of the parishioners of the Reverend John Welsh, a great-grandson of John Knox, to make public avowal, at the Communion Table, of their fidelity to Christ and their attachment to the minister who had been expelled from the church of Irongray; but strong sympathy induced many others to attend, not only from all parts of Galloway and Nithsdale, but from the distant Clyde, the shores of the Forth, and elsewhere; so that the roads were crowded with people making for the rendezvous—some on foot, others on horseback. Many of the latter were gentlemen of means and position, who, as well as their retainers, were more or less well armed and mounted. The Reverend John Blackadder, the “auld” minister of Troqueer—a noted hero of the Covenant, who afterwards died a prisoner on the Bass Rock—travelled with his party all the way from Edinburgh, and a company of eighty horse proceeded to the meeting from Clydesdale.


  Preliminary services, conducted by Mr Blackadder and Mr Welsh, were held near Dumfries on the Saturday, but at these the place of meeting on the Sabbath was only vaguely announced as “a hillside in Irongray,” so anxious were they to escape being disturbed by their enemies, and the secret was kept so well that when the Sabbath arrived a congregation of above three thousand had assembled round the Communion stones in the hollow of Skeoch Hill.


  Sentinels were posted on all the surrounding heights. One of these sentinels was the farmer Andrew Black, with a cavalry sword belted to his waist, and a rusty musket on his shoulder. Beside him stood a tall stalwart youth in shepherd’s costume.


  “Yer ain mother wadna ken ye,” remarked Andrew with a twinkle in his eyes.


  “I doubt that,” replied the youth; “a mother’s eyes are keen. I should not like to encounter even Glendinning in my present guise.”


  As he spoke the rich melody of the opening psalm burst from the great congregation and rolled in softened cadence towards the sentinels.
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  Chapter Three.


  The True and the False at Work.


  



  The face of nature did not seem propitious to the great gathering on Skeoch Hill. Inky clouds rolled athwart the leaden sky, threatening a deluge of rain, and fitful gusts of wind seemed to indicate the approach of a tempest. Nevertheless the elements were held in check by the God of nature, so that the solemn services of the day were conducted to a close without discomfort, though not altogether without interruption.


  Several of the most eminent ministers, who had been expelled from their charges, were present on this occasion. Besides John Welsh of Irongray, there were Arnot of Tongland, Blackadder of Troqueer, and Dickson of Rutherglen—godly men who had for many years suffered persecution and imprisonment, and were ready to lay down their lives in defence of religious liberty. The price set upon the head of that “notour traitor, Mr John Welsh,” dead or alive, was 9000 merks. Mr Arnot was valued at 3000!


  These preached and assisted at different parts of the services, while the vast multitude sat on the sloping hillside, and the mounted men drew up on the outskirts of the congregation, so as to be within sound of the preachers’ voices, and, at the same time, be ready for action on the defensive if enemies should appear.


  Andrew Black and his companion stood for some time listening, with bowed heads, to the slow sweet music that floated towards them. They were too far distant to hear the words of prayer that followed, yet they continued to stand in reverent silence for some time, listening to the sound—Black with his eyes closed, his young companion gazing wistfully at the distant landscape, which, from the elevated position on which they stood, lay like a magnificent panorama spread out before them. On the left the level lands bordering the rivers Cairn and Nith stretched away to the Solway, with the Cumberland mountains in the extreme distance; in front and on the right lay the wild, romantic hill-country of which, in after years, it was so beautifully written:—


  
    “O bonnie hills of Galloway oft have I stood to see,

    At sunset hour, your shadows fall, all darkening on the lea;

    While visions of the buried years came o’er me in their might—

    As phantoms of the sepulchre—instinct with inward light!

    The years, the years when Scotland groaned beneath her tyrant’s hand!

    And ’twas not for the heather she was called ‘the purple land.’

    And ’twas not for her loveliness her children blessed their God—

    But for secret places of the hills, and the mountain heights

    untrod.”


  


  “Who was the old man I found in what you call your hidy-hole?” asked Wallace, turning suddenly to his companion.


  “I’m no’ sure that I have a right to answer that,” said Black, regarding Will with a half-serious, half-amused look. “Hooever, noo that ye’ve ta’en service wi’ me, and ken about my hidy-hole, I suppose I may trust ye wi’ a’ my secrets.”


  “I would not press you to reveal any secrets, Mr Black, yet I think you are safe to trust me, seeing that you know enough about my own secrets to bring me to the gallows if so disposed.”


  “Ay, I hae ye there, lad! But I’ll trust ye on better grunds than that. I believe ye to be an honest man, and that’s enough for me. Weel, ye maun ken, it’s saxteen year since I howkit the hidy-hole below my hoose, an’ wad ye believe it?—they’ve no fund it oot yet! Not even had a suspeecion o’t, though the sodgers hae been sair puzzled, mony a time, aboot hoo I managed to gie them the slip. An’ mony’s the puir body, baith gentle and simple, that I’ve gien food an’ shelter to whae was very likely to hae perished o’ cauld an’ hunger, but for the hidy-hole. Among ithers I’ve often had the persecuited ministers doon there, readin’ their Bibles or sleepin’ as comfortable as ye like when the dragoons was drinkin’, roarin’, an’ singin’ like deevils ower their heids. My certies! if Clavers, or Sherp, or Lauderdale had an inklin’ o’ the hunderd pairt o’ the law-brekin’ that I’ve done, it’s a gallows in the Gressmarkit as high as Haman’s wad be ereckit for me, an’ my heed an’ hauns, may be, would be bleachin’ on the Nether Bow. Humph! but they’ve no’ gotten me yet!”


  “And I sincerely hope they never will,” remarked Wallace; “but you have not yet told me the name of the old man.”


  “I was comin’ to him,” continued Black; “but wheniver I wander to the doin’s o’ that black-hearted Cooncil, I’m like to lose the threed o’ my discoorse. Yon is a great man i’ the Kirk o’ Scotland. They ca’ him Donald Cargill. The adventures that puir man has had in the coorse o’ mair nor quarter o’ a century wad mak’ a grand story-buik. He has no fear o’ man, an’ he’s an awfu’ stickler for justice. I’se warrant he gied ye some strang condemnations o’ the poors that be.”


  “Indeed he did not,” said Wallace. “Surely you misjudge his character. His converse with me was entirely religious, and his chief anxiety seemed to be to impress on me the love of God in sending Jesus Christ to redeem a wicked world from sin. I tried to turn the conversation on the state of the times, but he gently turned it round again to the importance of being at peace with God, and giving heed to the condition of my own soul. He became at last so personal that I did not quite like it. Yet he was so earnest and kind that I could not take offence.”


  “Ay, ay,” said Black in a musing tone, “I see. He clearly thinks that yer he’rt needs mair instruction than yer heed. Hm! maybe he’s right. Hooever, he’s a wonderfu’ man; gangs aboot the country preachin’ everywhere altho’ he kens that the sodgers are aye on the look-oot for him, an’ that if they catch him it’s certain death. He wad have been at this communion nae doot, if he hadna engaged to preach somewhere near Sanquhar this vera day.”


  “Then he has left the hidy-hole by this time, I suppose?”


  “Ye may be sure o’ that, for when there is work to be done for the Master, Donal’ Cargill doesna let the gress grow under his feet.”


  “I’m sorry that I shall not see him again,” returned the ex-trooper in a tone of regret, “for I like him much.”


  Now, while this conversation was going on, a portion of the troop of dragoons which had been out in search of Andrew Black was sent under Glendinning (now a sergeant) in quest of an aged couple named Mitchell, who were reported to have entertained intercommuned, i.e. outlawed, persons; attended conventicles in the fields; ventured to have family worship in their cottages while a few neighbours were present, and to have otherwise broken the laws of the Secret Council.


  This Council, which was ruled by two monsters in human form, namely, Archbishop Sharp of Saint Andrews and the Duke of Lauderdale, having obtained full powers from King Charles the Second to put down conventicles and enforce the laws against the fanatics with the utmost possible rigour, had proceeded to carry out their mission by inviting a host of half, if not quite, savage Highlanders to assist them in quelling the people. This host, numbering, with 2000 regulars and militia, about 10,000 men, eagerly accepted the invitation, and was let loose on the south and western districts of Scotland about the beginning of the year, and for some time ravaged and pillaged the land as if it had been an enemy’s country. They were thanked by the King for so readily agreeing to assist in reducing the Covenanters to obedience to “Us and Our laws,” and were told to take up free quarters among the disaffected, to disarm such persons as they should suspect, to carry with them instruments of torture wherewith to subdue the refractory, and in short to act very much in accordance with the promptings of their own desires. Evidently the mission suited these men admirably, for they treated all parties as disaffected, with great impartiality, and plundered, tortured, and insulted to such an extent that after about three months of unresisted depredation, the shame of the thing became so obvious that Government was compelled to send them home again. They had accomplished nothing in the way of bringing the Covenanters to reason; but they had desolated a fair region of Scotland, spilt much innocent blood, ruined many families, and returned to their native hills heavily laden with booty of every kind like a victorious army. It is said that the losses caused by them in the county of Ayr alone amounted to over 11,000 pounds sterling.


  The failure of this horde did not in the least check the proceedings of Sharp or Lauderdale or their like-minded colleagues. They kept the regular troops and militia moving about the land, enforcing their idiotical and wicked laws at the point of the sword. We say idiotical advisedly, for what could give stronger evidence of mental incapacity than the attempt to enforce a bond upon all landed proprietors, obliging themselves and their wives, children, and servants, as well as all their tenants and cottars, with their wives, children, and servants, to abstain from conventicles, and not to receive, assist, or even speak to, any forfeited persons, intercommuned ministers, or vagrant preachers, but to use their utmost endeavours to apprehend all such? Those who took this bond were to receive an assurance that the troops should not be quartered on their lands—a matter of considerable importance—for this quartering involved great expense and much destruction of property in most cases, and absolute ruin in some.


  After the battle of the Pentland Hills (in 1666), in which the Covenanters, driven to desperation, made an unsuccessful effort to throw off the tyrannical yoke, severer laws were enacted against them. Their wily persecutor, also being well aware of the evil influence of disagreement among men, threw a bone of contention among them in the shape of royal acts of Indulgence, as they were styled, by which a certain number of the ejected ministers were permitted to preach on certain conditions, but only within their own parishes. To preach at a separate meeting in a private house subjected the minister to a fine of 5000 merks (about 278 pounds). To preach in the fields was to incur the penalty of death and confiscation of property. And these arbitrary laws were not merely enacted for intimidation. They were rigorously enforced. The curates in many cases became mere spies and Government informers. Many of the best men in the land laid down their lives rather than cease to proclaim the Gospel of love and peace and goodwill in Jesus Christ. Of course their enemies set them down as self-willed and turbulent fanatics. It has ever been, and ever will be, thus with men who are indifferent to principle. They will not, as well as cannot, understand those who are ready to fight, and, if need be, die for truth! Their unspoken argument seems to be: “You profess to preach peace, love, submission to authority, etcetera; very good, stand to your principles. Leave all sorts of carnal fighting to us. Obey us. Conform humbly to our arrangements, whatever they are, and all will be well; but dare to show the slightest symptom of restiveness under what you style our injustice, tyranny, cruelty, etcetera, and we will teach you the submission which you preach but fail to practise by means of fire and sword and torture and death!”


  Many good men and true, with gentle spirits, and it may be somewhat exalted ideas about the rights of Royalty, accepted the Indulgence as being better than nothing, or better than civil war. No doubt, also, there were a few—neither good men nor true—who accepted it because it afforded them a loophole of escape from persecution. Similarly, on the other side, there were good men and true, who, with bolder hearts, perhaps, and clearer brains, it may be, refused the Indulgence as a presumptuous enactment, which cut at the roots of both civil and religious liberty, as implying a right to withhold while it professed to give, and which, if acquiesced in, would indicate a degree of abject slavery to man and unfaithfulness to God that might sink Scotland into a condition little better than that of some eastern nations at the present day. Thus was the camp of the Covenanters divided. There were also more subtle divisions, which it is not necessary to mention here, and in both camps, of course there was an infusion, especially amongst the young men, of that powerful element—love of excitement and danger for their own sake, with little if any regard to principle, which goes far in all ages to neutralise the efforts and hamper the energies of the wise.


  Besides the acts of Indulgence, another and most tyrannical measure, already mentioned, had been introduced to crush if possible the Presbyterians. Letters of intercommuning were issued against a great number of the most distinguished Presbyterians, including several ladies of note, by which they were proscribed as rebels and cut off from all society. A price, amounting in some instances to 500 pounbds sterling, was fixed on their heads, and every person, not excepting their nearest of kin, was prohibited from conversing with or writing to them, or of aiding with food, clothes, or any other necessary of life, on pain of being found guilty of the same crimes as the intercommuned persons.


  The natural result of such inhuman laws was that men and women in hundreds had to flee from their homes and seek refuge among the dens and caves of the mountains, where many were caught, carried off to prison, tried, tortured, and executed; while of those who escaped their foes, numbers perished from cold and hunger, and disease brought on by lying in damp caves and clefts of the rocks without food or fire in all weathers. The fines which were exacted for so-called offences tempted the avarice of the persecutors and tended to keep the torch of persecution aflame. For example, Sir George Maxwell of Newark was fined a sum amounting to nearly 8000 pounds sterling for absence from his Parish Church, attendance at conventicles, and disorderly baptisms—i.e. for preferring his own minister to the curate in the baptizing of his children! Hundreds of somewhat similar instances might be given. Up to the time of which we write (1678) no fewer than 17,000 persons had suffered for attending field meetings, either by fine, imprisonment, or death.


  Such was the state of matters when the party of dragoons under command of Sergeant Glendinning rode towards the Mitchells’ cottage, which was not far from Black’s farm. The body of soldiers being too small to venture to interrupt the communion on Skeoch Hill, Glendinning had been told to wait in the neighbourhood and gather information while his officer, Captain Houston, went off in search of reinforcements.


  “There’s the auld sinner himsel’,” cried the Sergeant as the party came in sight of an old, whitehaired man seated on a knoll by the side of the road. “Hallo! Jock Mitchell, is that you? Come doon here directly, I want to speak t’ye.”


  The old man, being stone deaf, and having his back to the road, was not aware of the presence of the dragoons, and of course took no notice of the summons.


  “D’ye hear!” shouted the Sergeant savagely, for he was ignorant of the old man’s condition.


  Still Mitchell did not move. Glendinning, whose disposition seemed to have been rendered more brutal since his encounter with Wallace, drew a pistol from his holster and presented it at Mitchell.


  “Answer me,” he shouted again, “or ye’re a deed man.”


  Mitchell did not move... There was a loud report, and next moment the poor old man fell dead upon the ground.


  It chanced that Ramblin’ Peter heard the report, though he did not witness the terrible result, for he was returning home from the Mitchells’ cottage at the time, after escorting Jean Black and Aggie Wilson thither. The two girls, having been forbidden to attend the gathering on Skeoch Hill, had resolved to visit the Mitchells and spend the Sabbath with them. Peter had accompanied them and spent the greater part of the day with them, but, feeling the responsibility of his position as the representative of Andrew Black during his absence, had at last started for home.


  A glance over a rising ground sufficed to make the boy turn sharp round and take to his heels. He was remarkably swift of foot. A few minutes brought him to the cottage door, which he burst open.


  “The sodgers is comin’, grannie!” (He so styled the old woman, though she was no relation.)


  “Did ye see my auld man?”


  “No.”


  “Away wi’ ye, bairns,” said Mrs Mitchell quickly but quietly. “Oot by the back door an’ doon the burnside; they’ll niver see ye for the busses.”


  “But, grannie, we canna leave you here alone,” remonstrated Jean with an anxious look.


  “An’ I can fecht!” remarked Peter in a low voice, that betrayed neither fear nor excitement.


  “The sodgers can do nae harm to me,” returned the old woman firmly. “Do my bidding, bairns. Be aff, I say!”


  There was no resisting Mrs Mitchell’s word of command. Hastening out by the back door just as the troopers came in sight, Peter and his companions, diving into the shrubbery of the neighbouring streamlet, made their way to Black’s farm by a circuitous route. There the girls took shelter in the house, locking the door and barring the windows, while Peter, diverging to the left, made for the hills like a hunted hare.


  Andrew was standing alone at his post when the lithe runner came in sight. Will Wallace had left him by that time, and was listening entranced to the fervid exhortations of Dickson of Rutherglen.


  “The sodgers!” gasped Peter, as he flung himself down to rest.


  “Comin’ this way, lad?”


  “Na. They’re at the Mitchells.”


  “A’ safe at the ferm?” asked Andrew quickly.


  “Ay, I saw the lasses into the hoose.”


  “Rin to the meetin’ an’ gie the alarm. Tell them to send Wallace an’ Quentin here wi’ sax stoot men—weel airmed—an’ anither sentry, for I’m gaun awa’.”


  Almost before the sentence was finished Ramblin’ Peter was up and away, and soon the alarming cry arose from the assembly, “The dragoons are upon us!”


  Instantly the Clydesdale men mounted and formed to meet the expected onset. The men of Nithsdale were not slow to follow their example, and Gordon of Earlstoun, a tried and skilful soldier, put himself at the head of a large troop of Galloway horse. Four or five companies of foot, also well armed, got ready for action, and videttes and single horsemen were sent out to reconnoitre. Thus, in a moment, was this assembly of worshippers transformed into a band of Christian warriors, ready to fight and die for their families and liberties.


  But the alarm, as it turned out, was a false one. Glendinning, informed by spies of the nature of the gathering, was much too sagacious a warrior to oppose his small force to such overwhelming odds. He contented himself for the present with smaller game.


  After continuing in the posture of defence for a considerable time, the assembly dispersed, those who were defenceless being escorted by armed parties to the barns and cottages around. As they retired from the scene the windows of heaven were opened, and the rain, which had been restrained all day, came down in torrents, and sent the Cairn and Cluden red and roaring to the sea.


  But long before this dispersion took place, Andrew Black, with Quentin Dick, Will Wallace, Ramblin’ Peter, and six sturdy young men, armed with sword, gun, and pistol, had hurried down the hill to succour the Mitchells, if need be, and see to the welfare of those who had been left behind in the farm.
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  Chapter Four.


  The Hunting and Harrying Displayed.


  



  Being ignorant, as we have said, of the cruel murder of old Mitchell, Ramblin’ Peter’s report had not seriously alarmed Black. He concluded that the worst the troopers would do would be to rob the poor old couple of what money they found in their possession, oblige them to take the Oath of Supremacy, drink the health of King and bishops, and otherwise insult and plunder them. Knowing the Mitchells intimately, he had no fear that their opposition would invite severity. Being very fond of them, however, he resolved, at the risk of his life, to prevent as far as possible the threatened indignity and plunder.


  “They’re a douce auld pair,” he remarked to Will Wallace as they strode down the hillside together, “quiet an’ peaceable, wi’ naething to speak o’ in the way of opeenions—somethin’ like mysel’—an’ willin’ to let-be for let-be. But since the country has been ower-run by thae Hielanders an’ sodgers, they’ve had little peace, and the auld man has gie’n them a heap o’ trouble, for he’s as deaf as a post. Peter says the pairty o’ dragoons is a sma’ ane, so I expect the sight o’ us’ll scare them away an’ prevent fechtin’.”


  “It may be so,” said Wallace, “and of course I shall not fail you in this attempt to protect your old friends; but, to tell you the truth, I don’t quite like this readiness on the part of you Covenanters to defy the laws, however bad they may be, and to attack the King’s troops. The Bible, which you so often quote, inculcates longsuffering and patience.”


  “Hm! there speaks yer ignorance,” returned the farmer with a dash of cynicism in his tone. “Hoo mony years, think ye, are folk to submit to tyranny an’ wrang an’ fierce oppression for nae sin whatever against the laws o’ God or the land? Are twunty, thretty, or forty years no’ enough to warrant oor claim to lang-sufferin’? Does submission to law-brekin’ on the pairt o’ Government, an’ lang-continued, high-handed oppression frae King, courtier, an’ prelate, accompanied wi’ barefaced plunder and murder—does that no’ justifiee oor claim to patience? To a’ this the Covenanters hae submitted for mony weary years withoot rebellion, except maybe in the metter o’ the Pentlands, when a wheen o’ us were driven to desperation. But I understand your feelin’s, lad, for I’m a man o’ peace by natur’, an’ would gladly submit to injustice to keep things quiet—if possable; but some things are no’ possable, an’ the Bible itsel’ says we’re to live peaceably wi’ a’ men only ‘as much as in us lies.’”


  The ex-trooper was silent. Although ignorant of the full extent of maddening persecution to which not merely the Covenanters but the people of Scotland generally had been subjected, his own limited experience told him that there was much truth in what his companion said; still, like all loyal-hearted men, he shrank from the position of antagonism to Government.


  “I agree with you,” he said, after a few minutes’ thought, “but I have been born, I suppose, with a profound respect for law and legally constituted authority.”


  “Div ye think, lad,” returned Black, impressively, “that naebody’s been born wi’ a high respec’ for law but yersel’? I suppose ye admit that the King is bound to respec’ the law as weel as the people?”


  “Of course I do. I am no advocate of despotism.”


  “Weel then,” continued the farmer with energy, “in the year saxteen forty-ane, an’ at ither times, kings an’ parliaments hae stamped the Covenants o’ Scotland as bein’ pairt o’ the law o’ this land—whereby freedom o’ conscience an’ Presbyterian worship are secured to us a’. An’ here comes Chairles the Second an’ breks the law by sendin’ that scoondrel the Duke o’ Lauderdale here wi’ full poors to dae what he likes—an’ Middleton, a man wi’ nae heart an’ less conscience, that was raised up frae naething to be a noble, nae less! My word, nobles are easy made, but they’re no’ sae easy unmade! An’ this Lauderdale maks a cooncil wi’ Airchbishop Sherp—a traiter and a turncoat—an’ a wheen mair like himsel’, and they send sodgers oot ower the land to eat us up an’ cram Prelacy doon oor throats, an’ curates into oor poo’pits whether we wull or no’. An’ that though Chairles himsel’ signed the Covenant at the time he was crooned! Ca’ ye that law or legally constituted authority?”


  Although deeply excited by this brief recital of his country’s wrongs, Black maintained the quiet expression of feature and tone of voice that were habitual to him. Further converse on the subject was interrupted by their arrival at the farm, where they found all right save that Jean and Aggie were in a state of tearful anxiety about their poor neighbours.


  While the farmer was seeing to the security of his house and its arrangements, preparatory to continuing the march to the Mitchells’ cottage, the rest of the party stood about the front door conversing. Will Wallace was contemplating Jean Black with no little admiration, as she moved about the house. There was something peculiarly attractive about Jean. A winsome air and native grace, with refinement of manner unusual in one of her station, would have stamped her with a powerful species of beauty even if she had not possessed in addition a modest look and fair young face.


  The ex-trooper was questioning, in a dreamy way, whether he had ever before seen such a pretty and agreeable specimen of girlhood, when he experienced a shock of surprise on observing that Jean had gone to a neighbouring spring for water and was making something very like a signal to him to follow her.


  The surprise was mingled with an uncomfortable feeling of regret, for the action seemed inconsistent with the maiden’s natural modesty.


  “Forgie me, sir,” she said, “for being so bold, but oh! sir, if ye knew how anxious I am about Uncle Black, ye would understand—he is wanted so much, an’ there’s them in the hidy-hole that would fare ill if he was taken to prison just now. If—ye—would—”


  “Well, Jean,” said Will, sympathising with the struggle it evidently cost the girl to speak to him—“don’t hesitate to confide in me. What would you have me do?”


  “Only to keep him back frae the sodgers if ye can. He’s such an awfu’ man to fecht when he’s roosed, that he’s sure to kill some o’ them if he’s no’ killed himsel’. An’ it’ll be ruin to us a’ an’ to the Mitchells too, if—”


  She was interrupted at this point by Black himself calling her name.


  “Trust me,” said Wallace earnestly, “I understand what you wish, and will do my best to prevent evil.”


  A grateful look was all the maiden’s reply as she hurried away.


  Our hero’s perplexity as to how this promise was to be fulfilled was, however, needless, for on reaching the Mitchells’ hut it was found that the troopers had already left the place; but the state of things they had left behind them was enough to stir deeply the pity and the indignation of the party.


  Everything in confusion—broken furniture, meal and grain scattered on the floor, open chests and cupboards—told that the legalised brigands had done their worst. Poor Mrs Mitchell had objected to nothing that they said or did or proposed to her. She feebly drank the health of King and prelates when bidden to do so, and swore whatever test-oaths they chose to apply to her till they required her to admit that the King was lord over the kirk and the conscience. Then her spirit fired, and with a firm voice she declared that no king but Christ should rule over her kirk or conscience—to which she boldly added that she had attended conventicles, and would do so again!


  Having obtained all they wanted, the dragoons went away, leaving the old woman among the ruins of her home, for they probably did not consider it worth while carrying off a prisoner who would in all likelihood have died on the road to prison.


  In the midst of all the noise and confusion it had struck the old woman as strange that they never once asked about her husband. After they had gone, however, the arrival of two neighbours bearing his dead body revealed the terrible reason. She uttered no cry when they laid his corpse on the floor, but sat gazing in horror as if turned to stone. Thus Black and his friends found her.


  She could not be roused to speak, and looked, after a few minutes, like one who had not realised the truth.


  In this state she was conveyed to Black’s cottage and handed over to Jean, whom every one seemed intuitively to regard as her natural comforter. The poor child led her into her own room, sat down beside her on the bed, laid the aged head on her sympathetic bosom and sobbed as if her heart was breaking. But no response came from the old woman, save that once or twice she looked up feebly and said, “Jean, dear, what ails ye?”


  In the Council Chamber at Edinburgh, Lauderdale, learning on one occasion that many persons both high and low had refused to take the bond already referred to, which might well have been styled the bond of slavery, bared his arm in fury, and, smiting the table with his fist, swore with a terrific oath that he would “force them to take the bond.”


  What we have described is a specimen of the manner in which the force was sometimes applied. The heartless despot and his clerical coadjutors had still to learn that tyranny has not yet forged the weapon that can separate man from his God.


  “What think ye noo?” asked Andrew Black, turning to Wallace with a quiet but stern look, after old Mrs Mitchell had been carried in, “what think ye noo, lad, o’ us Covenanters an’ oor lack o’ lang-sufferin’ an’ oor defyin’ the laws? Aren’t these laws we ought to defy, but havena properly defied yet, laws illegally made by a perjured King and an upstart Cooncil?”


  “Mr Black,” said the ex-trooper, seizing his companion’s hand with an iron grip, “from this day forward I am with you—heart and soul.”


  Little did Wallace think, when he came to this decision, that he had still stronger reason for his course of action than he was aware of at the moment.


  It was night when Mrs Mitchell was brought into the farm-house, and preparations were being made for a hasty meal, when Ramblin’ Peter came in with the news that a number of people in the Lanarkshire district had been intercommuned and driven from their homes—amongst others David Spence, Will Wallace’s uncle, with whom his mother had taken up her abode.


  The distracted looks of poor Wallace on hearing this showed the powerful effect the news had upon him.


  “Keep yersel’ quiet, noo,” said Black in an encouraging tone, as he took the youth’s arm and led him out of the house. “These are no’ times to let our hearts rin awa wi’ oor heids. Yer mither must be looked after; but i’ the meantime let me tell ye that yer uncle Daavid is a douce, cliver felly, an’ fears naething i’ this warld. If he did, he wadna be amang the intercommuned. Be sure he’s no’ the man to leave his sister Maggie in trouble. Of course ye’ll be wantin’ to be aff to look after her.”


  “Of course—instantly,” said Wallace.


  “Na. Ye’ll hae yer supper first—an’ a guid ain—for ye’ll need it. Have patience, noo, an’ listen to me, for I’ll do the very best I can for ye in this strait—an’ it’s no muckle ye can do for yersel’ withoot help.”


  There was something so decided yet kindly and reassuring in the farmer’s tone and manner that Wallace felt relieved in spite of his anxieties, and submitted to his guidance in all things. Black then explained that he had a friend in Lanark who owed him money on lambs sold to him the previous year; that he meant to send his man Quentin Dick first to collect that money, and then proceed to Edinburgh, for the purpose of making further arrangements there about cattle.


  “Noo,” continued Black, “I’ve gotten a mither as weel as you, an’ she lives in the Can’lemaker Raw, close to the Greyfriars’ Kirkyaird—where they signed the Covenants, ye ken. Weel, I wad advise you to gang to Lanark wi’ Quentin, an’ when ye find yer mither tak’ her to Edinbro’ an’ let her live wi’ my mither i’ the meantime, till we see what the Lord has in store for this puir persecuted remnant. I’m sorry to pairt wi’ ye, lad, sae unexpectedly, but in thae times, when folk are called on to pairt wi’ their heids unexpectedly, we mauna compleen.”


  “I’ll take your advice gladly,” said Wallace. “When will Quentin Dick be ready to start?”


  “In less than an hour. The moon’ll be up soon after that. It’s o’ nae use startin’ on sae dark a nicht till she’s up, for ye’ll hae to cross some nasty grund. Noo, lad, though I’m no a minister, my advice to ye is, to gang doon into the hidy-hole an’ pray aboot this matter. Niver mind the folk ye find there. They’re used to prayin’. It’s my opeenion that if there was less preachin’ an’ mair prayin’, we’d be a’ the better for ’t. It’s a thrawn warld we live in, but we’re bound to mak’ the best o’t.”


  Although not much in the habit of engaging in prayer—save at the formal periods of morning and evening—our ex-trooper was just then in the mood to take his friend’s advice. He retired to the place of refuge under Black’s house, where he found several people who had evidently been at the communion on Skeoch Hill. These were engaged in earnest conversation, and took little notice of him as he entered. The place was very dimly lighted. One end of the low vaulted chamber was involved in obscurity. Thither the youth went and knelt down. From infancy his mother had taught him “to say his prayers,” and had sought to induce him to pray. It is probable that the first time he really did so was in that secret chamber where, in much anxiety of soul, he prayed for herself.


  After a hasty but hearty supper, he and Quentin Dick set out on their night journey. They carried nothing with them except two wallets, filled, as Wallace could not help thinking, with a needlessly large amount of provisions. Of course they were unarmed, for they travelled in the capacity of peaceful drovers, with plaids on their shoulders, and the usual staves in their hands.


  “One would think we were going to travel for a month in some wilderness, to judge from the weight of our haversacks,” observed Wallace, after trudging along for some time in silence.


  “Maybe we’ll be langer than a month,” returned Quentin, “ann the wulderness hereaway is warse than the wulderness that Moses led his folk through. They had manna there. Mony o’ us hae naething here.”


  Quentin Dick spoke with cynicism in his tone, for he was a stern straightforward man, on whom injustice told with tremendous power, and who had not yet been taught by adversity to bow his head to man and restrain his indignation.


  Before Wallace had time to make any rejoinder, something like the appearance of a group of horsemen in front arrested them. They were still so far distant as to render their tramp inaudible. Indeed they could not have been seen at all in so dark a night but for the fact that in passing over the crest of a hill they were for a moment or two dimly defined against the sky.


  “Dragoons—fowr o’ them,” muttered Quentin. “We’ll step aside here an’ let them gang by.”


  Clambering up the somewhat rugged side of the road, the two men concealed themselves among the bushes, intending to wait till the troopers should pass.


  “What can they be doing in this direction, I wonder?” whispered Wallace.


  “My freend,” answered Quentin, “dinna whisper when ye’re hidin’. Of a’ the sounds for attractin’ attention an’ revealin’ secrets a whisper is the warst. Speak low, if ye maun speak, but sometimes it’s wiser no to speak ava’. Dootless the sodgers’ll be giein’ Andrew Black a ca’, but he kens brawly hoo to tak’ care o’ himsel’.”


  When the horseman approached it was seen that they were driving before them a boy, or lad, on foot. Evidently they were compelling him to act as their guide.


  “It’s Ramblin’ Peter they’ve gotten haud o’, as sure as I’m a leevin’ man,” said the shepherd with a low chuckle; “I’d ken him amang a thoosand by the way he rins.”


  “Shall we not rescue him?” exclaimed Wallace, starting up.


  “Wheesht! keep still, man. Nae fear o’ Peter. He’ll lead them in amang the bogs o’ some peat-moss or ither, gie them the slip there, an’ leave them to find their way oot.”


  Just as the troop trotted past an incident occurred which disconcerted the hiders not a little. A dog which the soldiers had with them scented them, stopped, and after snuffing about for a few seconds, began to bark furiously. The troop halted at once and challenged.


  “Tak’ nae notice,” remarked Quentin in a low voice, which went no farther than his comrade’s ear.


  A bright flash and sharp report followed the challenge, and a ball whistled through the thicket.


  “Ay, fire away,” soliloquised Quentin. “Ye seldom hit when ye can see. It’s no’ likely ye’ll dae muckle better i’ the dark.”


  The dog, however, having discovered the track of the hidden men, rushed up the bank towards them. The shepherd picked up a stone, and, waiting till the animal was near enough, flung it with such a true aim that the dog went howling back to the road. On this a volley from the carbines of the troopers cut up the bushes all around them.


  “That’ll dae noo. Come awa’, Wull,” said the shepherd, rising and proceeding farther into the thicket by a scarce visible footpath. “The horses canna follow us here unless they hae the legs an’ airms o’ puggies. As for the men, they’d have to cut a track to let their big boots pass. We may tak’ it easy, for they’re uncommon slow at loadin’.”


  In a few minutes the two friends were beyond all danger. Returning then to the road about a mile farther on, they continued to journey until they had left the scene of the great communion far behind them, and when day dawned they retired to a dense thicket in a hollow by the banks of a little burn, and there rested till near sunset, when the journey was resumed. That night they experienced considerable delay owing to the intense darkness. Towards dawn the day following Quentin Dick led his companion into a wild, thickly-wooded place which seemed formed by nature as a place of refuge for a hunted creature—whether man or beast.


  Entering the mouth of what seemed to be a cavern, he bade his companion wait. Presently a sound, as of the cry of some wild bird, was heard. It was answered by a similar cry in the far distance. Soon after the shepherd returned, and, taking his companion by the hand, led him into the cave which, a few paces from its mouth, was profoundly dark. Almost immediately a glimmering light appeared. A few steps farther, and Wallace found himself in the midst of an extraordinary scene.


  The cavern at its inner extremity was an apartment of considerable size, and the faint light of a few lanterns showed that the place was clouded by smoke from a low fire of wood that burned at the upper end. Here, standing, seated, and reclining, were assembled all sorts and conditions of men—some in the prime and vigour of life; some bowed with the weight of years; others, both young and old, gaunt and haggard from the influence of disease and suffering, and many giving evidence by their aspect that their days on earth were numbered. Some, by the stern contraction of brow and lip, seemed to suggest that submission was the last thought that would enter their minds, but not a few of the party wore that look of patient endurance which is due to the influence of the Spirit of God—not to mere human strength of mind and will. All seemed to be famishing for want of food, while ragged clothes, shaggy beards, hollow cheeks, and unkempt locks told eloquently of the long years of bodily and mental suffering which had been endured under ruthless persecution.
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  Chapter Five.


  Risks and Refuges.


  



  Immediately on entering the cave in which this party of Covenanters had found a temporary shelter, Will Wallace learned the reason of the large supply of provisions which he and his comrade had carried.


  “I’ve brought this for ye frae Andrew Black,” said Quentin, taking the wallet from his shoulder and presenting it to a man in clerical costume who advanced to welcome him. “He thought ye might stand in need o’ victuals.”


  “Ever thoughtful of his friends; I thank him heartily,” said the minister, accepting the wallet—as also that handed to him by Wallace. “Andrew is a true helper of the persecuted; and I thank the Lord who has put it into his heart to supply us at a time when our provisions are well-nigh exhausted. Our numbers have been unexpectedly increased by the arrival of some of the unfortunates recently expelled from Lanark.”


  “From Lanark!” echoed Wallace as he glanced eagerly round on the forlorn throng. “Can you tell me, sir, if a Mr David Spence and a Mrs Wallace have arrived from that quarter?”


  “I have not heard of them,” returned the minister, as he emptied the wallets and began to distribute their contents to those around him.—“Ah, here is milk—I’m glad our friend Black thought of that, for we have a poor dying woman here who can eat nothing solid. Here, Webster, take it to her.”


  With a sudden sinking at the heart Wallace followed the man to whom the milk had been given. Might not this dying woman, he thought, be his own mother? True, he had just been told that no one with her name had yet sought refuge there; but, there was a bare possibility and—anxiety does not reason! As he crossed to a spot where several persons were bending over a couch of straw, a tremendous clap of thunder shook the solid walls of the cavern. This was immediately followed by a torrent of rain, the plashing of which outside suggested that all the windows of heaven had been suddenly opened. The incident was natural enough in itself, but the anxious youth took it as a bad omen, and trembled as he had never before trembled at the disturbances of nature. One glance, however, sufficed to relieve his mind. The dying woman was young. Delicate of constitution by nature, long exposure to damp air in caves, and cold beds on the ground, with bad and insufficient food, had sealed her doom. Lying there, with hollow cheeks, eyes closed and lips deathly pale, it seemed as if the spirit had already fled.


  “Oh, my ain Lizzie!” cried a poor woman who knelt beside her.


  “Wheesht, mither,” whispered the dying woman, slowly opening her eyes; “it is the Lord’s doing—shall not the Judge of a’ the earth do right? We’ll understand it a’ some day—for ever wi’ the Lord!”


  The last words were audible only to the mother’s ear. Food for the body, even if it could have availed her, came too late. Another moment and she was in the land where hunger and thirst are unknown—where the wicked cease from troubling, and the weary are at rest.


  The mourners were still standing in silence gazing on the dead, when a loud noise and stamping of feet was heard at the entrance of the cave. Turning round they saw several drenched and haggard persons enter, among them a man supporting—almost carrying—a woman whose drooping figure betokened great exhaustion.


  “Thank you, O thank you; I—I’m better now,” said the woman, looking up with a weary yet grateful expression at her protector.


  Will Wallace sprang forward as he heard the voice. “Mother! mother!” he cried, and, next moment, he had her in his arms.


  The excitement coupled with extreme fatigue was almost too much for the poor woman. She could not speak, but, with a sigh of contentment, allowed her head to fall upon the broad bosom of her son.


  Accustomed as those hunted people were to scenes of suffering, wild despair, and sometimes, though not often, to bursts of sudden joy, this incident drew general attention and sympathy—except, indeed, from the mother of the dead woman, whose poor heart was for the moment stunned. Several women—one of whom was evidently a lady of some position—crowded to Will’s assistance, and conveyed Mrs Wallace to a recess in the cave which was curtained off. Here they gave her food, and changed her soaking garments. Meanwhile her brother, David Spence—a grand-looking old man of gentle manners and refined mind—gave his nephew an account of the manner in which they had been driven from their home.


  “What is the matter with your hands, uncle?” asked Will, observing that both were bandaged.


  “They tried the thumbscrews on me,” said Spence with a pitiful smile, glancing at his injured members. “They wanted to force me to sign the Bond, which I declined to do—first, because it required me to perform impossibilities; and, second, because it was such as no Government in the world has a right to exact or freeman to sign. They were going to put the boot on me at first, but the officer in command ordered them to try the thumbscrews. This was lucky, for a man may get along with damaged thumbs, but it would have been hard to travel with crippled legs! I held out though, until the pain became so great that I couldn’t help giving a tremendous yell. This seemed to touch the officer with pity, for he ordered his men to let me be. Soon afterwards your mother and I managed to give them the slip, and we came on here.”


  “But why came you here, uncle?” asked Will.


  “Because I don’t want to be taken to Edinburgh and hanged. Besides, after hearing of your temporary settlement with Black, I thought the safest place for your mother would be beside yourself.”


  When Wallace explained the cause of his own journey, and the condition of the district around Black’s farm, the plans of David Spence had to be altered. He resolved, after consideration and prayer, to take to the mountains and remain in hiding, while Mrs Wallace should go to Edinburgh, as already planned, and live with Mrs Black.


  “But it will never do to take her along with yourself, Will,” said Spence. “She cannot walk a step farther. We must try to get her a horse, and let her journey along with some o’ the armed bands that attended the conventicle at Skeoch Hill. They will be sure to be returning this way in a day or two.”


  “You are right,” said the minister who has already been introduced, and who overheard the concluding remark as he came forward. “The armed men will be passing this way in a day or two, and we will take good care of your mother, young sir, while she remains with us.”


  “Just so,” rejoined Spence. “I’ll see to that; so, nephew, you and your comrade Quentin may continue your journey with easy minds. You’ll need all your caution to avoid being taken up and convicted, for the tyrants are in such a state of mind just now that if a man only looks independent they suspect him, and there is but a short road between suspicion and the gallows now.”


  “Humph! we’ll be as innocent-lookin’ an’ submissive as bairns,” remarked Quentin Dick, with a grim smile on his lips and a frown on his brow that were the reverse of childlike.


  Convinced that Spence’s arrangement for his mother’s safety was the best in the circumstances, Wallace left her, though somewhat reluctantly, in the care of the outlawed Covenanters, and resumed his journey with the shepherd after a few hours’ rest.


  Proceeding with great caution, they succeeded in avoiding the soldiers who scoured the country until, towards evening, while crossing a rising ground they were met suddenly by two troopers. A thicket and bend in the road had, up to that moment, concealed them from view. Level grass-fields bordered the road on either side, so that successful flight was impossible.


  “Wull ye fecht?” asked Quentin, in a quick subdued voice.


  “Of course I will,” returned Wallace.


  “Ca’ canny at first, then. Be humble an’ awfu’ meek, till I say ‘Noo!’”


  The troopers were upon them almost as soon as this was uttered.


  “Ho! my fine fellows,” exclaimed one of them, riding up to Quentin with drawn sword, “fanatics, I’ll be bound. Where from and where away now?”


  “We come, honoured sir, frae Irongray, an’ we’re gaun to Ed’nbury t’ buy cattle,” answered Quentin with downcast eyes.


  “Indeed, oho! then you must needs have the cash wherewith to buy the cattle. Where is it?”


  “In ma pooch,” said the shepherd with a deprecating glance at his pocket.


  “Hand it over, then, my good fellow. Fanatics are not allowed to have money or to purchase cattle nowadays.”


  “But, honoured sir, we’re no fannyteeks. We’re honest shepherds.”


  The lamb-like expression of Quentin Dick’s face as he said this was such that Wallace had considerable difficulty in restraining an outburst of laughter, despite their critical position. He maintained his gravity, however, and firmly grasped his staff, which, like that of his companion, was a blackthorn modelled somewhat on the pattern of the club of Hercules.


  “Here, Melville,” said the first trooper, “hold my horse while I ease this ‘honest shepherd’ of his purse.”


  Sheathing his sword, he drew a pistol from its holster, and, handing the reins to his companion, dismounted.


  “Noo!” exclaimed Quentin, bringing his staff down on the trooper’s iron headpiece with a terrific thwack. Like a flash of lightning the club of Wallace rang and split upon that of the other horseman, who fell headlong to the ground.


  Strong arms have seldom occasion to repeat a well-delivered blow. While the soldiers lay prone upon the road their startled horses galloped back the way they had come.


  “That’s unfort’nit,” said Quentin. “Thae twa look like an advance-gaird, an’ if so, the main body’ll no be lang o’ gallopin’ up to see what’s the maitter. It behoves us to rin!”


  The only port of refuge that appeared to them as they looked quickly round was a clump of trees on a ridge out of which rose the spire of a church.


  “The kirk’s but a puir sanctuary nooadays,” remarked the shepherd, as he set off across the fields at a quick run, “but it’s oor only chance.”


  They had not quite gained the ridge referred to when the danger that Quentin feared overtook them. A small company of dragoons was seen galloping along the road.


  “We may gain the wood before they see us,” suggested Will Wallace.


  “If it was a wud I wadna care for the sodgers,” replied his comrade, “but it’s only a bit plantation. We’ll jist mak’ for the manse an’ hide if we can i’ the coal-hole or some place.”


  As he spoke a shout from the troopers told that they had been seen, and several of them leaving the road dashed across the field in pursuit.


  Now, it chanced that at that quiet evening hour the young curate of the district, the Reverend Frank Selby, was enjoying a game of quoits with a neighbouring curate, the Reverend George Lawless, on a piece of ground at the rear of the manse. The Reverend Frank was a genial Lowlander of the muscular type. The Reverend George was a renegade Highland-man of the cadaverous order. The first was a harum-scarum young pastor with a be-as-jolly-as-you-can spirit, and had accepted his office at the recommendation of a relative in power. The second was a mean-spirited wolf in sheep’s clothing, who, like his compatriot Archbishop Sharp, had sold his kirk and country as well as his soul for what he deemed some personal advantage. As may well be supposed, neither of those curates was a shining light in the ministry.


  “Missed again! I find it as hard to beat you, Lawless, as I do to get my parishioners to come to church,” exclaimed the Reverend Frank with a good-humoured laugh as his quoit struck the ground and, having been badly thrown, rolled away.


  “That’s because you treat your quoits carelessly, as you treat your parishioners,” returned the Reverend George, as he made a magnificent throw and ringed the tee.


  “Bravo! that’s splendid!” exclaimed Selby.


  “Not bad,” returned Lawless. “You see, you want more decision with the throw—as with the congregation. If you will persist in refusing to report delinquents and have them heavily fined or intercommuned, you must expect an empty church. Mine is fairly full just now, and I have weeded out most of the incorrigibles.”


  “I will never increase my congregation by such means, and I have no wish to weed out the incorrigibles,” rejoined Selby, becoming grave as he made another and a better throw.


  At that moment our fugitive shepherds, dashing round the corner of the manse, almost plunged into the arms of the Reverend Frank Selby. They pulled up, panting and uncertain how to act.


  “You seem in haste, friends,” said the curate, with an urbane smile.


  “Oot o’ the fryin’-pan into the fire!” growled Quentin, grasping his staff and setting his teeth.


  “If you will condescend to explain the frying-pan I may perhaps relieve you from the fire,” said Selby with emphasis.


  Wallace observed the tone and grasped at the forlorn hope.


  “The dragoons are after us, sir,” he said eagerly; “unless you can hide us we are lost!”


  “If you are honest men,” interrupted the Reverend George Lawless, with extreme severity of tone and look, “you have no occasion to hide—”


  “Bub we’re not honest men,” interrupted Quentin in a spirit of almost hilarious desperation, “we’re fannyteeks,—rebels,—Covenanters,—born eediots—”


  “Then,” observed Lawless, with increasing austerity, “you richly deserve—”


  “George!” said the Reverend Frank sharply, “you are in my parish just now, and I expect you to respect my wishes. Throw your plaids, sticks, and bonnets behind that bush, my lads—well out of sight—so. Now, cast your coats, and join us in our game.”


  The fugitives understood and swiftly obeyed him. While they were hastily stripping off their coats Selby took his brother curate aside, and, looking him sternly in the face, said— “Now, George Lawless, if you by word or look interfere with my plans, I will give you cause to repent it to the latest day of your life.”


  If any one had seen the countenance of the Reverend George at that moment he would have observed that it became suddenly clothed with an air of meekness that was by no means attractive.


  At the time we write of, any curate might, with the assistance of the soldiers, fine whom he pleased, and as much as he pleased, or he might, by reporting a parishioner an absentee from public worship, consign him or her to prison, or even to the gallows. But though all the curates were in an utterly false position they were not all equally depraved. Selby was one who felt more or less of shame at the contemptible part he was expected to play.


  When the troopers came thundering round the corner of the manse a few minutes later, Quentin Dick, in his shirt sleeves, was in the act of making a beautiful throw, and Will Wallace was watching him with interest. Even the Reverend George seemed absorbed in the game, for he felt that the eyes of the Reverend Frank were upon him.


  “Excuse me, gentlemen,” said the officer in command of the soldiers, “did you see two shepherds run past here?”


  “No,” answered the Reverend Frank with a candid smile, “I saw no shepherds run past here.”


  “Strange!” returned the officer, “they seemed to enter your shrubbery and to disappear near the house.”


  “Did you see the path that diverges to the left and takes down to the thicket in the hollow?” asked Selby.


  “Yes, I did, but they seemed to have passed that when we lost sight of them.”


  “Let me advise you to try it now,” said Selby.


  “I will,” replied the officer, wheeling his horse round and galloping off, followed by his men.


  “Now, friends, I have relieved you from the fire, as I promised,” said the Reverend Frank, turning to the shepherds; “see that you don’t get into the frying-pan again. Whether you deserve hanging or not is best known to yourselves. To say truth, you don’t look like it, but, judging from appearance, I should think that in these times you’re not unlikely to get it. On with your coats and plaids and be off as fast as you can—over the ridge yonder. In less than half-an-hour you’ll be in Denman’s Dean, where a regiment of cavalry would fail to catch you.”


  “We shall never forget you—”


  “There, there,” interrupted the Reverend Frank, “be off. The troopers will soon return. I’ve seen more than enough of hanging, quartering, and shooting to convince me that Presbytery is not to be rooted out, nor Prelacy established, by such means. Be off, I say!”


  Thus urged, the fugitives were not slow to avail themselves of the opportunity, and soon were safe in Denman’s Dean.


  “Now, Lawless,” said the Reverend Frank in a cheerful tone, “my conscience, which has been depressed of late, feels easier this evening. Let us go in to supper; and remember that no one knows about this incident except you—and I. So, there’s no chance of its going further.”


  “The two rebels know it,” suggested Lawless.


  “No, they don’t!” replied the other airily. “They have quite forgotten it by this time, and even if it should recur to memory their own interest and gratitude would seal their lips—so we’re quite safe, you and I; quite safe—come along.”


  Our travellers met with no further interruption until they reached Edinburgh. It was afternoon when they arrived, and, entering by the road that skirts the western base of the Castle rock, proceeded towards the Grassmarket.


  Pushing through the crowd gathered in that celebrated locality, Quentin and Wallace ascended the steep street named Candlemaker Row, which led and still leads to the high ground that has since been connected with the High Street by George the Fourth Bridge. About half-way up the ascent they came to a semicircular projection which encroached somewhat on the footway. It contained a stair which led to the interior of one of the houses. Here was the residence of Mrs Black, the mother of our friend Andrew. The good woman was at home, busily engaged with her knitting needles, when her visitors entered.


  A glance sufficed to show Wallace whence Andrew Black derived his grave, quiet, self-possessed character, as well as his powerful frame and courteous demeanour.


  She received Quentin Dick, to whom she was well known, with a mixture of goodwill and quiet dignity.


  “I’ve brought a freend o’ Mr Black’s to bide wi’ ye for a wee while, if ye can take him in,” said Quentin, introducing his young companion as “Wull Wallace.”


  “I’m prood to receive an’ welcome ony freend o’ my boy Andry,” returned the good woman, with a slight gesture that would have become a duchess.


  “Ay, an’ yer son wants ye to receive Wallace’s mither as weel. She’ll likely be here in a day or twa. She’s been sair persecooted of late, puir body, for she’s a staunch upholder o’ the Covenants.”


  There have been several Covenants in Scotland, the most important historically being the National Covenant of 1638, and the Solemn League and Covenant of 1643. It was to these that Quentin referred, and to these that he and the great majority of the Scottish people clung with intense, almost superstitious veneration; and well they might, for these Covenants—which some enthusiasts had signed with their blood—contained nearly all the principles which lend stability and dignity to a people—such as a determination to loyally stand by and “defend the King,” and “the liberties and laws of the kingdom,” to have before the eyes “the glory of God, the advancement of the kingdom of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, the honour and happiness of the King and his posterity, as well as the safety and peace of the people; to preserve the rights and privileges of Parliament, so that arbitrary and unlimited power should never be suffered to fall into the hands of rulers, and to vindicate and maintain the liberties of the subjects in all these things which concern their consciences, persons, and estates.” In short, it was a testimony for constitutional government in opposition to absolutism.


  Such were the principles for which Mrs Black contended with a resolution equal, if not superior, to that of her stalwart son; so that it was in a tone of earnest decision that she assured her visitors that nothing would gratify her more than to receive a woman who had suffered persecution for the sake o’ the Master an’ the Covenants. She then ushered Wallace and Quentin Dick into her little parlour—a humble but neatly kept apartment, the back window of which—a hole not much more than two feet square—commanded a view of the tombstones and monuments of Greyfriars’ Churchyard.
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  Chapter Six.


  Tells of Overwhelming Reverses.


  



  Mrs Black was a woman of sedate character and considerable knowledge for her station in life—especially in regard to Scripture. Like her son she was naturally grave and thoughtful, with a strong tendency to analyse, and to inquire into the nature and causes of things. Unlike Andrew, however, all her principles and her creed were fixed and well defined—at least in her own mind, for she held it to be the bounden duty of every Christian to be ready at all times to give a “reason” for the hope that is in him, as well as for every opinion that he holds. Her natural kindness was somewhat concealed by slight austerity of manner.


  She was seated, one evening, plying her ever active needle, at the same small window which overlooked the churchyard. The declining sun was throwing dark shadows across the graves. A ray of it gleamed on a corner of the particular tombstone which, being built against her house, slightly encroached upon her window. No one was with the old woman save a large cat, to whom she was in the habit of addressing occasional remarks of a miscellaneous nature, as if to relieve the tedium of solitude with the fiction of intercourse.


  “Ay, pussie,” she said, “ye may weel wash yer face an’ purr, for there’s nae fear o’ you bein’ dragged before Airchbishop Sherp to hae yer thoombs screwed, or yer legs squeezed in the—”


  She stopped abruptly, for heavy footsteps were heard on the spiral stair, and next moment Will Wallace entered.


  “Well, Mrs Black,” he said, sitting down in front of her, “it’s all settled with Bruce. I’m engaged to work at his forge, and have already begun business.”


  “So I see, an’ ye look business-like,” answered the old woman, with a very slight smile, and a significant glance at our hero’s costume.


  A considerable change had indeed taken place in the personal appearance of Will Wallace since his arrival in Edinburgh, for in place of the shepherd’s garb, with which he had started from the “bonnie hills of Galloway,” he wore the leathern apron and other habiliments of a blacksmith. Moreover his hair had been allowed to grow in luxuriant natural curls about his head, and as the sun had bronzed him during his residence with Black, and a young beard and moustache had begun to assert themselves in premature vigour, his whole aspect was that of a grand heroic edition of his former self.


  “Yes, the moment I told your friend,” said Wallace, “that you had sent me to him, and that I was one of those who had good reason to conceal myself from observation, he gave me a hearty shake of the hand and accepted my offer of service; all the more that, having already some knowledge of his craft, I did not require teaching. So he gave me an apron and set me to work at once. I came straight from the forge just as I left off work to see what you would think of my disguise.”


  “Ye’ll do, ye’ll do,” returned Mrs Black, with a nod of approval. “Yer face an’ hands need mair washin’ than my pussie gies her nose! But wheesht! I hear a fit on the stair. It’ll be Quentin Dick. I sent him oot for a red herrin’ or twa for supper.”


  As she spoke, Quentin entered with a brown paper parcel, the contents of which were made patent by means of scent without the aid of sight.


  The shepherd seemed a little disconcerted at sight of a stranger, for, as Wallace stood up, the light did not fall on his face; but a second glance sufficed to enlighten him.


  “No’ that bad,” he said, surveying the metamorphosed shepherd, “but I doot yer auld friends the dragoons wad sune see through ’t—considerin’ yer size an’ the soond o’ yer voice.”


  So saying he proceeded to place the red herrings on a gridiron, as if he were the recognised cook of the establishment.


  Presently Bruce himself—Mrs Black’s friend the blacksmith—made his appearance, and the four were soon seated round a supper of oat-cakes, mashed potatoes, milk, and herring. For some time they discussed the probability of Wallace being recognised by spies as one who had attended the conventicle at Irongray, or by dragoons as a deserter; then, as appetite was appeased, they diverged to the lamentable state of the country, and the high-handed doings of the Privy Council.


  “The Airchbishop cam’ to the toon this mornin’,” remarked Mrs Black, “so there’ll be plenty o’ torterin’ gaun on.”


  “I fear you’re right,” said Bruce, who, having sojourned a considerable time in England, had lost much of his northern language and accent. “That horrible instrument, the boot, was brought this very morning to my smiddy for repair. They had been so hard on some poor wretch, I suppose, that they broke part of it, but I put a flaw into its heart that will force them to be either less cruel or to come to me again for repairs!”


  “H’m! if ye try thae pranks ower often they’ll find it oot,” said Quentin. “Sherp is weel named, and if he suspects what ye’ve done, ye’ll get a taste of the buit yersel’.”


  The hatred with which by far the greater part of the people of Scotland regarded Archbishop Sharp of Saint Andrews is scarcely a matter of wonder when the man’s character and career is considered. Originally a Presbyterian, and Minister of Crail, he was sent to Court by his brethren and countrymen as their advocate and agent, and maintained there at their expense for the express purpose of watching over the interests of their church. Sharp not only betrayed his trust but went over to what might well at that time be described as “the enemy,” and secretly undermined the cause which he was bound in honour to support. Finally he threw off all disguise, and was rewarded by being made Archbishop of Saint Andrews and Primate of Scotland! This was bad enough, but the new Prelate, not satisfied with the gratification of his ambition, became, after the manner of apostates, a bitter persecutor of the friends he had betrayed. Charles the Second, who was indolent, incapable and entirely given over to self-indulgence, handed over the affairs of Scotland to an unprincipled cabal of laymen and churchmen, who may be fittingly described as drunken libertines. By these men—of whom Middleton, Lauderdale, and Sharp were the chief—all the laws passed in favour of Presbytery were rescinded; new tyrannical laws such as we have elsewhere referred to were enacted and ruthlessly enforced; Prelacy was established; the Presbyterian Church was laid in ruins, and all who dared to question the righteousness of these transactions were pronounced rebels and treated as such. There was no impartial tribunal to which the people could appeal. The King, who held Presbyterianism to be unfit for a gentleman, cared for none of these things, and even if he had it would have mattered little, for those about him took good care that he should not be approached or enlightened as to the true state of affairs in Scotland.


  Sharp himself devised and drafted a new edict empowering any officer or sergeant to kill on the spot any armed man whom he found returning from or going to a conventicle, and he was on the point of going to London to have this edict confirmed when his murderous career was suddenly terminated.


  In the days of James the Sixth and Charles the First, the bishops, although forced on the Scottish Church and invested with certain privileges, were subject to the jurisdiction of the General Assembly, but soon after Charles the Second mounted the throne ecclesiastical government was vested entirely in their hands, and all the ministers who refused to recognise their usurped authority were expelled.


  It was in 1662 that the celebrated Act was passed by Middleton and his colleagues in Glasgow College. It provided that all ministers must either submit to the bishops or remove themselves and families out of their manses, churches, and parishes within a month. It was known as the “Drunken Act of Glasgow,” owing to the condition of the legislators. Four hundred brave and true men left their earthly all at that time, rather than violate conscience and forsake God. Their example ultimately saved the nation from despotism.


  The Archbishop of Saint Andrews was chief in arrogance and cruelty among his brethren. He afterwards obtained permission to establish a High Commission Court in Scotland—in other words, an Inquisition—for summarily executing all laws, acts, and orders in favour of Episcopacy and against recusants, clergy and laity. It was under this authority that all the evil deeds hitherto described were done, and of this Commission Sharp was constant president.


  It may be well to remark here that the Prelacy which was so detested by the people of Scotland was not English Episcopacy, but Scotch Prelacy. It was, in truth, little better at that time than Popery disguised—a sort of confused religio-political Popery, of which system the King was self-constituted Pope, while his unprincipled minions of the council were cardinals.


  No wonder, then, that at the mere mention of Sharp’s name Mrs Black shook her head sorrowfully, Bruce the blacksmith frowned darkly, and Quentin Dick not only frowned but snorted vehemently, and smote the table with such violence that the startled pussie fled from the scene in dismay.


  “Save us a’! Quentin,” said Mrs Black, “ye’ll surely be hanged or shot if ye dinna learn to subdue yer wrath.”


  “Subdue my wrath, wumman!” exclaimed the shepherd, grinding his teeth; “if ye had seen the half o’ what I’ve seen ye wad—but ye ken ’maist naething aboot it! Gie me some mair tatties an’ mulk, it’ll quiet me maybe.”


  In order that the reader may know something of one of the things about which Mrs Black, as well as Quentin Dick himself, was happily ignorant at that time, we must change the scene once more to the neighbourhood of Andrew Black’s cottage.


  It was early in the day, and the farmer was walking along the road that led to Cluden Ford, bent on paying a visit to Dumfries, when he was overtaken by a troop of about twenty horsemen. They had ridden out of the bush and come on the road so suddenly that Black had no time to secrete himself. Knowing that he was very much “wanted,” especially after the part he had played at the recent conventicle on Skeoch Hill, he at once decided that discretion was the better part of valour, and took to his heels.


  No man in all the country-side could beat the stout farmer at a race either short or long, but he soon found that four legs are more than a match for two. The troopers soon gained on him, though he ran like a mountain hare. Having the advantage, however, of a start of about three hundred yards, he reached the bend in the road where it begins to descend towards the ford before his pursuers overtook him. But Andrew felt that the narrow strip of wood beside which he was racing could not afford him shelter and that the ford would avail him nothing. In his extremity he made up his mind to a desperate venture.


  On his right an open glade revealed to him the dark gorge through which the Cluden thundered. The stream was in flood at the time, and presented a fearful aspect of seething foam mingled with black rocks, as it rushed over the lynn and through its narrow throat below. A path led to the brink of the gorge which is now spanned by the Routen Bridge. From the sharp-edged cliff on one side to the equally sharp cliff on the other was a width of considerably over twenty feet. Towards this point Andrew Black sped. Close at his heels the dragoons followed, Glendinning, on a superb horse, in advance of the party. It was an untried leap to the farmer, who nevertheless went at it like a thunderbolt and cleared it like a stag. The troopers behind, seeing the nature of the ground, pulled up in time, and wheeling to the left, made for the ford. Glendinning, however, was too late. The reckless sergeant, enraged at being so often baulked by the farmer, had let his horse go too far. He tried to pull up but failed. The effort to do so rendered a leap impossible. So near was he to the fugitive that the latter was yet in the midst of his bound when the former went over the precipice; head foremost, horse and all. The poor steed fell on the rocks below and broke his neck, but the rider was shot into the deep dark pool round which the Cluden whirled in foam-flecked eddies. In the midst of its heaving waters he quickly arose flinging his long arms wildly about, and shouting for help with bubbling cry.


  The iron helm, jack-boots, and other accoutrements of a seventeenth century trooper were not calculated to assist flotation. Glendinning would have terminated his career then and there if the flood had not come to his aid by sweeping him into the shallow water at the lower end of the pool, whence some of his men soon after rescued him. Meanwhile, Andrew Black, plunging into the woods on the opposite side of the river, was soon far beyond the reach of his foes.


  But escape was not now the chief anxiety of our farmer, and selfishness formed no part of his character. When he had left home, a short time before, his niece Jean was at work in the dairy, Ramblin’ Peter was attending to the cattle, Marion Clark and her comrade, Isabel Scott were busy with domestic affairs, and old Mrs Mitchell—who never quite recovered her reason—was seated in the chimney corner calmly knitting a sock.


  To warn these of their danger was now the urgent duty of the farmer, for well he knew that the disappointed soldiers would immediately visit his home. Indeed, he saw them ride away in that direction soon afterwards, and started off to forestall them if possible by taking a short cut. Glendinning had borrowed the horse of a trooper and left the dismounted man to walk after them.


  But there was no particularly short cut to the cottage, and in spite of Andrew’s utmost exertions the dragoons arrived before him. Not, however, before the wary Peter had observed them, given the alarm, got all the inmates of the farm—including Mrs Mitchell—down into the hidy-hole and established himself in the chimney corner with a look of imbecile innocence that was almost too perfect.


  Poor Peter! his heart sank when the door was flung violently open and there entered a band of soldiers, among whom he recognised some of the party which he had so recently led into the heart of a morass and so suddenly left to find their way out as they best could. But no expression on Peter’s stolid countenance betrayed his feelings.


  “So, my young bantam cock,” exclaimed a trooper, striding towards him, and bending down to make sure, “we’ve got hold of you at last?”


  “Eh?” exclaimed Peter interrogatively.


  “You’re a precious scoundrel, aren’t you?” continued the trooper.


  “Ay,” responded Peter.


  “I told you the lad was an idiot,” said a comrade. The remark was not lost upon the boy, whose expression immediately became still more idiotic if possible.


  “Tell me,” said Glendinning, grasping Peter savagely by one ear, “where is your master?”


  “I dinna ken, sir.”


  “Is there nobody in the house but you?”


  “Naebody but me,” said Peter, “an’ you,” he added, looking vacantly round on the soldiers.


  “Now, look ’ee here, lad, I’m not to be trifled with,” said the sergeant. “Where are the rest of your household hidden? Answer; quick.”


  Peter looked into the sergeant’s face with a vacant stare, but was silent. Glendinning, whose recent misfortune had rendered him unusually cruel, at once knocked the boy down and kicked him; then lifting him by the collar and thrusting him violently into the chair, repeated the question, but received no answer.


  Changing his tactics he tried to cajole him and offered him money, but with similar want of success.


  “Hand me your sword-belt,” cried the sergeant to a comrade.


  With the belt he thrashed Peter until he himself grew tired, but neither word nor cry did he extract, and, again flinging him on the floor, he kicked him severely.


  “Here’s a rope, sergeant,” said one of the men at this point, “and there’s a convenient rafter. A lad that won’t speak is not fit to live.”


  “Nay, hanging is too good for the brute,” said Glendinning, drawing a pistol from his belt. “Tie a cloth over his eyes.”


  Peter turned visibly paler while his eyes were being bandaged, and the troopers thought that they had at last overcome his obstinacy, but they little knew the heroic character they had to deal with.


  “Now,” said the sergeant, resting the cold muzzle of his weapon against the boy’s forehead, “at the word three your brains are on the floor if you don’t tell me where your people are hid—one—two—”


  “Stop, sergeant, let him have a taste of the thumbscrews before you finish him off,” suggested one of the men.


  “So be it—fetch them.”


  The horrible instrument of torture was brought. It was constantly used to extract confession from the poor Covenanters during the long years of persecution of that black period of Scottish history. Peter’s thumbs were placed in it and the screw was turned. The monsters increased the pressure by slow degrees, repeating the question at each turn of the screw. At first Peter bore the pain unmoved, but at last it became so excruciating that his cheeks and lips seemed to turn grey, and an appalling shriek burst from him at last.


  Talk of devils! The history of the human race has proved that when men have deliberately given themselves over to high-handed contempt of their Maker there is not a devil among all the legions in hell who could be worse: he might be cleverer, he could not be more cruel. The only effect of the shriek upon Glendinning was to cause him to order another turn of the screw.


  Happily, at the moment the shriek was uttered Andrew Black arrived, and, finding the troop-horses picketed outside, with no one apparently to guard them, he looked in at the window and saw what was going on.


  With a fierce roar of mingled horror, surprise, and rage, he sprang into the room, and his huge fist fell on the brow of Glendinning like the hammer of Thor. His left shot full into the face of the man who had worked the screws, and both troopers fell prone upon the floor with a crash that shook the building. The act was so quick, and so overpoweringly violent that the other troopers were for a moment spellbound. That moment sufficed to enable Black to relieve the screws and set Peter free.


  “C’way oot, lad, after me!” cried Andrew, darting through the doorway, for he felt that without more space to fight he would be easily overpowered. The dragoons, recovering, darted after him. The farmer caught up a huge flail with which he was wont to thresh out his oats. It fell on the headpiece of the first trooper, causing it to ring like an anvil, and stretching its owner on the ground. The second trooper fared no better, but the head of the flail broke into splinters on his iron cap, and left Andrew with the stump only to continue the combat. This, however, was no insignificant weapon, and the stout farmer laid about him with such fierce rapidity as to check for a few moments the overwhelming odds against him. Pistols would certainly have been used had not Glendinning, recovering his senses, staggered out and shouted, “Take him alive, men!” This was quickly done, for two troopers leaped on Andrew behind and pinioned his arms while he was engaged with four in front. The four sprang on him at the same instant. Even then Andrew Black’s broad back—which was unusually “up”—proved too strong for them, for he made a sort of plunging somersault and carried the whole six along with him to the ground. Before he could rise, however, more troopers were on the top of him. Samson himself would have had to succumb to the dead weight. In a few seconds he was bound with ropes and led into the house. Ramblin’ Peter had made a bold assault on a dragoon at the beginning of the fray, but could do nothing with his poor maimed hands, and was easily secured.


  “Let him taste the thumbscrews,” growled Glendinning savagely, and pointing to Black.


  “Dae yer warst, ye born deevil,” said Black recklessly—for oppression driveth even a wise man mad.


  “Very good—fetch the boot,” said the sergeant.


  The instrument of torture was brought and affixed to the farmer’s right leg; the wedge was inserted, and a blow of the mallet given.


  Black’s whole visage seemed to darken, his frowning brows met, and his lips were compressed with a force that meant endurance unto the death.


  At that moment another party of dragoons under Captain Houston galloped up, the captain entered, and, stopping the proceedings of his subordinate, ordered Black and Peter to be set on horseback and bound together.


  “Fire the place,” he added. “If there are people in it anywhere, that will bring them out.”


  “Oh dear!” gasped Peter, “the hidy—”


  “Wheesht, bairn,” said Black in a low voice. “They’re safe enough. The fire’ll no’ touch them, an’ besides, they’re in the Lord’s hands.”


  A few minutes more and the whole farm-steading was in flames. The dragoons watched the work of destruction until the roof of the cottage fell in; then, mounting their horses, they descended to the road with the two prisoners and turned their faces in the direction of Edinburgh.
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  Chapter Seven.


  More than one Narrow Escape.


  



  One day, about a week after the burning of Black’s farm, a select dinner-party of red-hot rebels—as Government would have styled them; persecuted people as they called themselves—assembled in Mrs Black’s little room in Candlemaker Row. Their looks showed that their meeting was not for the purpose of enjoyment. The party consisted of Mrs Black, Mrs Wallace, who had reached Edinburgh in company with her brother David Spence, Jean Black, Will Wallace, Quentin Dick, and Jock Bruce the blacksmith.


  “But I canna understand, lassie,” said Mrs Black to Jean, “hoo ye werena a’ roasted alive i’ the hidy-hole, or suffocated at the best; an’ hoo did ye ever get oot wi’ the ruckle o’ burning rafters abune ye?”


  “It was easy enough,” answered the girl, “for Uncle Andry made the roof o’ the place uncommon thick, an’ there’s a short tunnel leadin’ to some bushes by the burn that let us oot at a place that canna be seen frae the hoose. But oh, granny, dinna ask me to speak aboot thae things, for they may be torturin’ Uncle Andry at this vera moment. Are you sure it was him ye saw?” she added, turning to Bruce.


  “Quite sure,” replied the smith. “I chanced to be passing the Tolbooth at the moment the door opened. A party of the City Guard suddenly came out with Black in the midst, and led him up the High Street.”


  “I’m sure they’ll torture him,” said the poor girl, while the tears began to flow at the dreadful thought. “They stick at naethin’ now.”


  “I think,” said Will Wallace, in a tone that was meant to be comforting, “that your uncle may escape the torture, for the Archbishop does not preside at the Council to-day. I hear that he has gone off suddenly to Saint Andrews.”


  “That won’t serve your uncle much,” remarked Bruce sternly, “for some of the other bishops are nigh as bad as Sharp, and with that raving monster Lauderdale among them they’re likely not only to torture but to hang him, for he is well known, and has been long and perseveringly hunted.”


  In his indignation the smith did not think of the effect his foreboding might have on his friend’s mother, but the sight of her pale cheeks and quivering lips was not lost upon Wallace, whose sympathies had already been stirred deeply not only by his regard for Black, but also by his pity for tender-hearted Jean.


  “By heaven!” he exclaimed, starting up in a sudden burst of enthusiasm, “if you will join me, friends, I am quite ready to attempt a rescue at once.”


  A sort of pleased yet half-cynical smile crossed the grave visage of Quentin Dick as he glanced at the youth.


  “Hoots, man! sit doon,” he said quietly; “ye micht as weel try to rescue a kid frae the jaws o’ a lion as rescue Andry Black frae the fangs o’ Lauderdale an’ his crew. But something may be dune when they’re takin’ him back to the Tolbooth—if ye’re a’ wullin’ to help. We mak’ full twunty-four feet amangst us, an’ oor shoothers are braid!”


  “I’m ready,” said David Spence, in the quiet tone of a man who usually acts from principle.


  “An’ so am I,” cried Bruce, smiting the table with the fist of a man who usually acts from impulse.


  While Wallace calmed his impatient spirit, and sat down to hatch a plot with his brother conspirators, a strange scene was enacting in the Council Chamber, where the perjured prelates and peers were in the habit of practising cruelty, oppression, and gross injustice under the name of law.


  They sat beside a table which was covered with books and parchments. In front of them, seated on a chair with his arms pinioned, was Andrew Black. His face was pale and had a careworn look, but he held his head erect, and regarded his judges with a look of stern resolution that seemed to exasperate them considerably. On the table lay a pair of brass-mounted thumbscrews, and beside them the strange-looking instrument of torture called the boot. In regard to these machines there is a passage in the Privy Council Records which gives an idea of the spirit of the age about which we write. It runs thus: “Whereas the boots were the ordinary way to explicate matters relating to the Government, and there is now a new invention and engine called the Thumbkins, which will be very effectual to the purpose aforesaid, the Lords ordain that when any person shall by their order be put to the torture, the said boots and thumbkins be applied to them, as it shall be found fit and convenient.”


  Lauderdale on this occasion found it fit and convenient to apply the torture to another man in the presence of Black, in order that the latter might fully appreciate what he had to expect if he should remain contumacious. The poor man referred to had not been gifted with a robust frame or a courageous spirit. When asked, however, to reveal the names of some comrades who had accompanied him to a field-preaching he at first loyally and firmly refused to do so. Then the boot was applied. It was a wooden instrument which enclosed the foot and lower limb of the victim. Between it and the leg a wedge was inserted which, when struck repeatedly, compressed the limb and caused excruciating agony. In some cases this torture was carried so far that it actually crushed the bone, causing blood and marrow to spout forth. It was so in the case of that well-known martyr of the Covenant, Hugh McKail, not long before his execution.


  The courage of the poor man of whom we now write gave way at the second stroke of the mallet, and, at the third, uttering a shriek of agony, he revealed, in short gasps, the names of all the comrades he could recall. Let us not judge him harshly until we have undergone the same ordeal with credit! A look of intense pity overspread the face of Andrew Black while this was going on. His broad chest heaved, and drops of perspiration stood on his brow. He had evidently forgotten himself in his strong sympathy with the unhappy martyr. When the latter was carried out, in a half fainting condition, he turned to Lauderdale, and, frowning darkly, said—


  “Thou meeserable sinner, cheeld o’ the deevil, an’ enemy o’ a’ righteousness, div ’ee think that your blood-stained haund can owerturn the cause o’ the Lord?”


  This speech was received with a flush of anger, quickly followed by a supercilious smile.


  “We shall see. Get the boot ready there. Now, sir,” (turning to Black), “answer promptly—Will you subscribe the oath of the King’s supremacy?”


  “No—that I wull not. I acknowledge nae king ower my conscience but the King o’ Kings. As for that perjured libertine on the throne, for whom there’s muckle need to pray, I tell ye plainly that I consider the freedom and welfare o’ Scotland stands higher than the supposed rights o’ king and lords. Ye misca’ us rebels! If ye ken the history o’ yer ain country—whilk I misdoot—ye would ken that the Parliaments o’ baith Scotland an’ England have laid it doon, in declaration and in practice, that resistance to the exercise o’ arbitrary power is lawfu’, therefore resistance to Chairles and you, his shameless flunkeys, is nae mair rebellion than it’s rebellion in a cat to flee in the face o’ a bull-doug that wants to worry her kittens. Against the tyrant that has abused his trust, an’ upset oor constitution, an’ broken a’ the laws o’ God and man, I count it to be my bounden duty to fecht wi’ swurd an’ lip as lang’s I hae an airm to strike an’ a tongue to wag. Noo, ye may dae yer warst!”


  At a signal the executioner promptly fitted the boot to the bold man’s right leg.


  Black’s look of indignant defiance passed away, and was replaced by an expression of humility that, strangely enough, seemed rather to intensify than diminish his air of fixed resolve. While the instrument of torture was being arranged he turned his face to the Bishop of Galloway, who sat beside Lauderdale silently and sternly awaiting the result, and with an almost cheerful air and quiet voice said—


  “God has, for His ain wise ends, made the heart o’ the puir man that has just left us tender, an’ He’s made mine teuch, but tak’ notice, thou wolf in sheep’s clothing, that it’s no upon its teuchness but upon the speerit o’ the Lord that I depend for grace to withstand on this evil day.”


  “Strike!” said the Duke, in a low stern voice.


  The mallet fell; the wedge compressed the strong limb, and Andrew compressed his lips.


  “Again!”


  A second time the mallet fell, but no sign did the unhappy man give of the pain which instantly began to shoot through the limb. After a few more blows the Duke stayed the process and reiterated his questions, but Black took no notice of him whatever. Large beads of sweat broke out on his brow. These were the only visible signs of suffering, unless we except the deathly pallor of his face.


  “Again!” said the merciless judge.


  The executioner obeyed, but the blow had been barely delivered when a loud snap was heard, and the tortured man experienced instant relief. Jock Bruce’s little device had been successful, the instrument of torture was broken!


  “Thanks be to Thy name, O God, for grace to help me thus far,” said Black in a quiet tone.


  “Fix on the other boot,” cried Lauderdale savagely, for the constancy as well as the humility of the martyr exasperated him greatly.


  The executioner was about to obey when a noise was heard at the door of the Council Chamber, and a cavalier, booted and spurred and splashed with mud, as if he had ridden fast and far, strode hastily up to the Duke and whispered in his ear. The effect of the whisper was striking, for an expression of mingled surprise, horror, and alarm overspread for a few moments even his hard visage. At the same time the Bishop of Galloway was observed to turn deadly pale, and an air of consternation generally marked the members of Council.


  “Murdered—in cold blood!” muttered the Duke, as if he could not quite believe the news,—and perhaps realised for the first time that there were others besides the Archbishop of Saint Andrews who richly deserved a similar fate.


  Hastily ordering the prisoner to be removed to the Tolbooth, he retired with his infamous companions to an inner room.


  The well-known historical incident which was thus announced shall receive but brief comment here. There is no question at all as to the fact that Sharp was unlawfully killed, that he was cruelly slain, without trial and without judicial condemnation, by a party of Covenanters. Nothing justifies illegal killing. The justice of even legal killing is still an unsettled question, but one which does not concern us just now. We make no attempt to defend the deed of those men. It is not probable that any average Christian, whether in favour of the Covenanters or against them, would justify the killing of an old man by illegal means, however strongly he might hold the opinion that the old man deserved to die. In order to form an unprejudiced opinion on this subject recourse must be had to facts. The following are briefly the facts of the case.


  A merchant named William Carmichael, formerly a bailie of Edinburgh, was one of Sharp’s favourites, and one of his numerous commissioners for suppressing conventicles in Fife. He was a licentious profligate, greedy of money, and capable of undertaking any job, however vile. This man’s enormities were at last so unbearable that he became an object of general detestation, and his excessive exactions had ruined so many respectable lairds, owners, and tenants, that at last nine of these (who had been outlawed, interdicted the common intercourse of society, and hunted like wild beasts on the mountains) resolved, since all other avenues of redressing their unjust sufferings were denied them, to take the law into their own hands and personally chastise Carmichael. Accordingly, hearing that the commissioner was hunting on the moors in the neighbourhood of Cupar, they rode off in search of him. They failed to find him, and were about to disperse, when a boy brought intelligence that the coach of Archbishop Sharp was approaching.


  Baffled in their previous search, and smarting under the sense of their intolerable wrongs, the party regarded this as a providential deliverance of their arch-enemy into their hands. Here was the chief cause of all their woes, the man who, more almost than any other, had been instrumental in the persecution and ruin of many families, in the torture and death of innumerable innocent men and women, and the banishment of some of their nearest and dearest to perpetual exile on the plantations, where they were treated as slaves. They leaped at the sudden and unexpected opportunity. They reasoned that what had been done in the past, and was being done at the time, would continue to be done in the future, for there was no symptom of improvement, but rather of increasing severity in the Government and ecclesiastics. Overtaking the coach, which contained the Prelate and his daughter, they stopped it, made Archbishop Sharp step out, and slew him there on Magus Moor.


  It was a dark unwarrantable deed, but it was unpremeditated, and necessarily unknown, at first, to any but the perpetrators, so that it would be inexcusably unfair to saddle it upon the great body of the Covenanters, who, as far as we can ascertain from their writings and opinions, condemned it, although, naturally, they could not but feel relieved to think that one of their chief persecutors was for evermore powerless for further evil, and some of them refused to admit that the deed was murder. They justified it by the case of Phinehas. A better apology lies in the text, “oppression maketh a wise man mad.”


  This event had the effect, apparently, of causing the Council to forget our friends Black and Ramblin’ Peter for a time, for they were left in the Tolbooth for about three weeks after that, whereat Andrew was much pleased, for it gave his maimed limb time to recover. As Peter remarked gravely, “it’s an ill wund that blaws naebody guid!”


  A robust and earnest nation cannot be subdued by persecution. The more the Council tyrannised over and trampled upon the liberties of the people of Scotland, the more resolutely did the leal-hearted and brave among them resist the oppressors. It is ever thus. It ever should be thus; for while an individual man has a perfect right, if he chooses, to submit to tyranny on his own account, he has no right to stand tamely by and see gross oppression and cruelty exercised towards his family, and neighbours, and country. At least, if he does so, he earns for himself the character of an unpatriotic poltroon. True patriotism consists in a readiness to sacrifice one’s-self to the national well-being. As far as things temporal are concerned, the records of the Scottish Covenanters prove incontestably that those long-tried men and women submitted with unexampled patience for full eight-and-twenty years to the spoiling of their goods and the ruin of their prospects; but when it came to be a question of submission to the capricious will of the King or loyalty to Jesus Christ, thousands of them chose the latter alternative, and many hundreds sealed their testimony with their blood.


  When at last the question arose, “Shall we consent to the free preaching of the Gospel being suppressed altogether, or shall we assert our rights at the point of the sword?” there also arose very considerable difference of opinion among the Covenanters. Many of those who held the peace-at-almost-any-price principle, counselled submission. Others, such as Richard Cameron, Donald Cargill, and Thomas Douglas, who believed in the right of self-defence, and in such a text as “smite a scorner and the simple will beware,” advocated the use of carnal weapons for protection alone, although, when driven to desperation, they were compelled to go further. Some of the ejected ministers, such as Blackadder and Welsh, professed to be undecided on this point, and leant to a more or less submissive course.


  Matters were now hastening to a crisis. A lawless Government had forced a law-abiding people into the appearance, though not the reality, of rebellion. The bands of armed men who assembled at conventicles became so numerous as to have the appearance of an army. The council, exasperated and alarmed, sent forth more troops to disperse and suppress these, though they had been guilty of no act of positive hostility.


  At this crisis, Cargill and his friends, the “ultra-Covenanters,” as they were styled, resolved to publish to the world their “Testimony to the cause and truth which they defended, and against the sins and defections of the times.” They chose the 29th of May for this purpose, that being the anniversary of the King’s birth and restoration. Led by Robert Hamilton, a small party of them rode into the royal burgh of Rutherglen; and there, after burning various tyrannical Acts—as their adversaries had previously burnt the Covenants—they nailed to the cross a copy of what is now known as the Declaration of Rutherglen, in which all their grievances were set forth.


  The news of this daring act spread like wildfire, and the notorious Graham of Claverhouse was sent to seize, kill, and destroy, all who took any part in this business. How Claverhouse went with his disciplined dragoons, seized John King, chaplain to Lord Cardross, with about fourteen other prisoners, in passing through Hamilton, tied them in couples, drove them before the troops like sheep, attacked the Covenanters at Drumclog, received a thorough defeat from the undisciplined “rebels,” who freed the prisoners, and sent the dragoons back completely routed to Glasgow, is matter of history.


  While these stirring events were going on, our friend Andrew Black and Ramblin’ Peter were languishing in the unsavoury shades of the Tolbooth Prison.


  One forenoon Andrew was awakened from an uneasy slumber. They bade him rise. His arms were bound with a rope, and he was led up the Canongate towards the well-remembered Council Chamber, in company with Ramblin’ Peter, who, owing to his size and youth, was not bound, but merely held in the grasp of one of the guards.


  At the mouth of one of the numerous closes which lead down to the Cowgate and other parts of the old town stood Will Wallace, Quentin Dick, David Spence, and Jock Bruce, each armed with a heavy blackthorn. Bruce had been warned by a friendly turnkey of what was pending—hence their opportune presence.


  As soon as the prison party was opposite the close, the rescue party made a united rush—and the united rush of four such strapping fellows was worth seeing. So thought the crowd, and cheered. So thought not the City Guard, four of whom went down like ninepins. Black’s bonds were cut and himself hurried down the close almost before the guard had recovered from the surprise. No doubt that guard was composed of brave men; but when they met two such lions in the mouth of the close as Wallace and Quentin—for these two turned at bay—they paused and levelled their pikes. Turning these aside like lightning the lions felled their two foremost adversaries. The two who followed them met a similar fate. Thinking that four were sufficient to block the entry, at least for a few moments, our heroes turned, unlionlike, and fled at a pace that soon left the enemy far behind.


  This delay had given time to Black and his other friends to make good their retreat. Meanwhile Ramblin’ Peter, taking advantage of the confusion, wrenched himself suddenly free from the guard who held him, and vanished down another close. The rescue having been effected, the party purposely scattered. Black’s leg, however, prevented him from running fast. He therefore thought it best to double round a corner, and dash into a doorway, trusting to having been unobserved. In this, however, he was mistaken. His enemies, indeed, saw him not, but Ramblin’ Peter chanced to see him while at some distance off, and made for the same place of refuge.


  Springing up a spiral stair, three steps at a time, Black did not stop till he gained the attics, and leaped through the open doorway of a garret, where he found an old woman wailing over a bed on which lay the corpse of a man with a coffin beside it.


  “What want ye here?” demanded the old creature angrily.


  “Wow! wumman, I’m hard pressed! They’re at my heels!” said Black, looking anxiously at the skylight as if meditating a still higher flight.


  “Are ye ane o’ the persecuted remnant?” asked the woman in a changed tone.


  “Ay, that am I.”


  “Hide, then, hide, man—haste ye!”


  “Where?” asked the perplexed fugitive. “There,” said the woman, removing the coffin lid. Andrew hesitated. Just then hurrying footsteps were heard on the stair. He hesitated no longer. Stepping into the coffin he lay down, and the woman covered him up.


  “Oh, wumman!” said Black, lifting the lid a little, “tak’ care ye dinna meddle wi’ the screw-nails. They may—”


  “Wheesht! Haud yer tongue!” growled the woman sharply, and reclosed the lid with a bang, just as Ramblin’ Peter burst into the room.


  “What want ye here, callant?”


  Peter drew back in dismay.


  “I’m lookin’ for—I was thinkin’—Did ’ee see a man—?”


  The lid of the coffin flew off as he spoke, and his master sprang out.


  “Man, Peter,” gasped the farmer, “yours is the sweetest voice I’ve heard for mony a day. I verily thocht I was doomed—but come awa’, lad. Thank ’ee kindly, auld wife, for the temporary accommodation.”


  The intruders left as abruptly as they had entered. That night the whole party was reassembled in Mrs Black’s residence in Candlemaker Row, where, over a supper “o’ parritch an’ soor mulk,” Andrew Black heard from Jock Bruce all about the Declaration of Rutherglen, and the defeat of Claverhouse by the Covenanters at Drumclog.


  “The thundercloods are gatherin’,” said Black with a grave shake of the head, as the party broke up and were about to separate for the night. “Tak’ my word for ’t, we’ll hear mair o’ this afore lang.”


  We need scarcely add that on this occasion Andrew was a true prophet.
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  Chapter Eight.


  Bothwell Bridge.


  



  Matters had now come to such a pass that it was no longer possible to defer the evil day of civil war.


  Persecuted inhumanly and beyond endurance, with every natural avenue of redress closed, and flushed with recent victory, the Covenanters resolved not only to hold together for defensive purposes, but to take the initiative, push their advantage, and fight for civil and religious liberty. It was the old, old fight, which has convulsed the world probably since the days of Eden—the uprising of the persecuted many against the tyrannical few. In the confusions of a sin-stricken world, the conditions have been occasionally and partially reversed; but, for the most part, history’s record tells of the abuse of power on the part of the few who possess it, and the resulting consequence that:—


  
    “Man’s inhumanity to man

    Makes countless thousands mourn—”


  


  Until the down-trodden have turned at bay, and, like the French in 1793, have taken fearful vengeance, or, as in the case of the Covenanters at the time of which we write, have reaped only disaster and profounder woe.


  There were, however, two elements of weakness among the Covenanters in 1679 which rendered all their efforts vain, despite the righteousness of their cause. One was that they were an undisciplined body, without appointed and experienced officers; while their leader, Robert Hamilton, was utterly unfitted by nature as well as training for a military command. The other weakness was, that the unhappy differences of opinion among them as to lines of duty, to which we have before referred, became more and more embittered, instead of being subordinated to the stern necessities of the hour.


  The earnest men of God amongst them could no doubt have brought things to a better state in this crisis if their counsels had prevailed, but the men whose powers of endurance had at last given way were too many and strong for these; so that, instead of preparing for united action, the turbulent among them continued their dissensions until too late.


  After Drumclog, Hamilton led his men to Glasgow to attack the enemy’s headquarters there. He was repulsed, and then retired to Hamilton, where he formed a camp.


  The Privy Council meanwhile called out the militia, and ordered all the heritors and freeholders to join with the Regulars in putting down the insurrection. A good many people from all quarters had joined the Covenanters after the success at Drumclog; but it is thought that their numbers never exceeded 4000. The army which prepared to meet them under the command of the Duke of Monmouth and Buccleuch was said to be 10,000 strong—among them were some of the best of the King’s troops.


  The Duke was anxious to delay matters, apparently with some hope of reconciliation. Many of the Covenanters were like-minded; and it is said that Mr Welsh visited the royal camp in disguise, with a view to a peaceful solution; but the stern spirits in both camps rendered this impossible. Some from principle, others from prejudice, could not see their way to a compromise; while the unprincipled on either side “cried havoc, and let slip the dogs of war!”


  It was on Sabbath the 22nd of June that the Duke’s army reached Bothwell Moor; the advanced guards entering Bothwell town within a quarter of a mile of the bridge which spans the Clyde. The Covenanters lay encamped on Hamilton Moor, on the southern side of the river.


  That morning a company of stalwart young men, coming from the direction of Edinburgh, had crossed Bothwell Bridge before the arrival of the royal army and joined the Covenanters. They were preceded by two men on horseback.


  “It seems a daft-like thing,” said one horseman to the other as they traversed the moor, “that the likes o’ me should be ridin’ to battle like a lord, insteed o’ trudgin’ wi’ the men on futt; but, man, it’s no’ easy to walk far efter wearin’ a ticht-fittin’ buit—though it was only for a wee while I had it on. It’s a’ verra weel for you, Wull, that’s oor eleckit captain, an’ can sit yer horse like a markis; but as for me, I’ll slip aff an’ fecht on my legs when it comes to that.”


  “There’s no military law, Andrew, against fighting on foot,” returned the captain, who, we need scarcely say, was Will Wallace; “but if you are well advised you’ll stick to the saddle as long as you can. See, yonder seems to be the headquarters of the camp. We will report our arrival, and then see to breakfast.”


  “Ay—I’ll be thankfu’ for a bite o’ somethin’, for I’m fair famished; an’ there’s a proverb, I think, that says it’s ill fechtin’ on an emp’y stammack. It seems to me there’s less order an’ mair noise yonder than befits a camp o’ serious men—specially on a Sabbath mornin’.”


  “The same thought occurred to myself,” said Wallace. “Perhaps they have commenced the services, for you know there are several ministers among them.”


  “Mair like disputation than services,” returned the farmer with a grave shake of his head.


  Finding that Andrew was correct, and that the leaders of the little army were wasting the precious moments in irrelevant controversy, the Edinburgh contingent turned aside and set about preparing a hasty breakfast. This reinforcement included Quentin Dick, Jock Bruce, David Spence, and Ramblin’ Peter; also Tam Chanter, Edward Gordon, and Alexander McCubine, who had been picked up on the march.


  Of course, while breaking their fast they discussed the pros and cons of the situation freely.


  “If the King’s troops are as near as they are reported to be,” said Wallace, “our chances of victory are small.”


  “I fear ye’re richt,” said Black. “It becomes Ignorance to haud its tongue in the presence o’ Knowledge, nae doot—an’ I confess to bein’ as ignorant as a bairn o’ the art o’ war; but common sense seems to say that haverin’ aboot theology on the eve o’ a fecht is no sae wise-like as disposin’ yer men to advantage. The very craws might be ashamed o’ sic a noise!”


  Even while he spoke a cry was raised that the enemy was in sight; and the confusion that prevailed before became redoubled as the necessity for instant action arose. In the midst of it, however, a few among the more sedate and cool-headed leaders did their best to reduce the little army to something like order, and put it in battle array. There was no lack of personal courage. Men who had, for the sake of righteousness, suffered the loss of all things, and had carried their lives in their hands for so many years, were not likely to present a timid front in the hour of battle. And leaders such as John Nisbet of Hardhill, one of the most interesting sufferers in the twenty-eight years’ persecution; Clelland, who had fought with distinguished courage at Drumclog; Henry Hall of Haughhead; David Hackston of Rathillet; John Balfour of Burley; Turnbull of Bewlie; with Major Learmont and Captain John Paton of Meadowhead—two veterans who had led the Westland Covenanters in their first battle at the Pentland Hills—such men were well able to have led a band of even half-disciplined men to victory if united under a capable general. But such was not to be. The laws of God, whether relating to physics or morals, are inexorable. A divided army cannot conquer. They had assembled to fight; instead of fighting they disputed, and that so fiercely that two opposing parties were formed in the camp, and their councils of war became arenas of strife. The drilling of men had been neglected, officers were not appointed, stores of ammunition and other supplies were not provided, and no plan of battle was concerted. All this, with incapacity at the helm, resulted in overwhelming disaster and the sacrifice of a body of brave, devoted men. It afterwards intensified persecution, and postponed constitutional liberty for many years.


  In this state of disorganisation the Covenanters were found by the royal troops. The latter were allowed quietly to plant their guns and make arrangements for the attack.


  But they were not suffered to cross Bothwell Bridge with impunity. Some of the bolder spirits, leaving the disputants to fight with tongue and eye, drew their swords and advanced to confront the foe.


  “It’s every man for himsel’ here,” remarked Andrew Black indignantly, wiping his mouth with his cuff, as he rose from the meal which he was well aware might be his last. “The Lord hae mercy on the puir Covenanters, for they’re in sair straits this day. Come awa’, Wull Wallace—lead us on to battle.”


  Our hero, who was busily forming up his men, needed no such exhortation. Seeing that there was no one in authority to direct his movements, he resolved to act “for his own hand.” He gave the word to march, and set off at a quick step for the river, where the fight had already begun. Soon he and his small band were among those who held the bridge. Here they found Hackston, Hall, Turnbull, and the lion-like John Nisbet, each with a small band of devoted followers sternly and steadily defending what they knew to be the key to their position. Distributing his men in such a way among the coppices on the river’s bank that they could assail the foe to the greatest advantage without unnecessarily exposing themselves, Wallace commenced a steady fusillade on the King’s foot-guards, who were attempting to storm the bridge. The Covenanters had only one cannon and about 300 men with which to meet the assault; but the gun was effectively handled, and the men were staunch.


  On the central arch of the old bridge—which was long and narrow—there stood a gate. This had been closed and barricaded with beams and trees, and the parapets on the farther side had been thrown down to prevent the enemy finding shelter behind them. These arrangements aided the defenders greatly, so that for three hours the gallant 300 held the position in spite of all that superior discipline and numerous guns could do. At last, however, the ammunition of the defenders began to fail.


  “Where did ye tether my horse?” asked Will Wallace, addressing Peter, who acted the part of aide-de-camp and servant to his commander.


  “Ayont the hoose there,” replied Peter, who was crouching behind a tree-stump.


  “Jump on its back, lad, and ride to the rear at full speed. Tell them we’re running short of powder and ball. We want more men, too, at once. Haste ye!”


  “Ay, an’ tell them frae me, that if we lose the brig we lose the day,” growled Andrew Black, who, begrimed with powder, was busily loading and firing his musket from behind a thick bush, which, though an admirable screen from vision, was a poor protection from bullets, as the passage of several leaden messengers had already proved. But our farmer was too much engrossed with present duty to notice trifles!


  Without a word, except his usual “Ay,” Ramblin’ Peter jumped up and ran to where his commander’s steed was picketed. In doing so he had to pass an open space, and a ball striking his cap sent it spinning into the air; but Peter, like Black, was not easily affected by trifles. Next moment he was on the back of Will’s horse—a great long-legged chestnut—and flying towards the main body of Covenanters in rear.


  The bullets were whistling thickly past him. One of these, grazing some tender part of his steed’s body, acted as a powerful spur, so that the alarmed creature flew over the ground at racing speed, much to its rider’s satisfaction. When they reached the lines, however, and he attempted to pull up, Peter found that the great tough-mouthed animal had taken the bit in its teeth and bolted. No effort that his puny arm could make availed to check it. Through the ranks of the Covenanters he sped wildly, and in a short time was many miles from the battlefield. How long he might have continued his involuntary retreat is uncertain, but the branch of a tree brought it to a close by sweeping him off the saddle. A quarter of an hour later an old woman found him lying on the ground insensible, and with much difficulty succeeded in dragging him to her cottage.


  Meanwhile the tide of war had gone against the Covenanters. Whatever may be said of Hamilton, unquestionably he did not manage the fight well. No ammunition or reinforcements were sent to the front. The stout defenders of the bridge were forced to give way in such an unequal conflict. Yet they retired fighting for every inch of the ground. Indeed, instead of being reinforced they were ordered to retire; and at last, when all hope was gone, they reluctantly obeyed.


  “Noo this bates a’!” exclaimed Black in a tone of ineffable disgust, as he ran to the end of the bridge, clubbed his musket, and laid about him with the energy of despair. Will Wallace was at his side in a moment; so was Quentin Dick. They found Balfour and Hackston already there; and for a few moments these men even turned the tide of battle, for they made an irresistible dash across the bridge, and absolutely drove the assailants from their guns, but, being unsupported, were compelled to retire. If each had been a Hercules, the gallant five would have had to succumb before such overwhelming odds. A few minutes more and the Covenanters were driven back. The King’s troops poured over the bridge and began to form on the other side.


  Then it was that Graham of Claverhouse, seeing his opportunity, led his dragoons across the bridge and charged the main body of the Covenanters. Undisciplined troops could not withstand the shock of such a charge. They quickly broke and fled; and now the battle was changed to a regular rout.


  “Kill! kill!” cried Claverhouse; “no quarter!”


  His men needed no such encouragement. From that time forward they galloped about the moor, slaying remorselessly all whom they came across.


  The gentle-spirited Monmouth, seeing that the victory was gained, gave orders to cease the carnage; but Claverhouse paid no attention to this. He was like the man-eating tigers,—having once tasted blood he could not be controlled, though Monmouth galloped about the field doing his best to check the savage soldiery.


  It is said that afterwards his royal father—for he was an illegitimate son of the King—found fault with him for his leniency after Bothwell. We can well believe it; for in a letter which he had previously sent to the council Charles wrote that it was “his royal will and pleasure that they should prosecute the rebels with fire and sword, and all other extremities of war.” Speaking at another time to Monmouth about his conduct, Charles said, “If I had been present there should have been no trouble about prisoners.” To which Monmouth replied, “If that was your wish, you should not have sent me but a butcher!”


  In the general flight Black, owing to his lame leg, stumbled over a bank, pitched on his head, and lay stunned. Quentin Dick, stooping to succour him, was knocked down from behind, and both were captured. Fortunately Monmouth chanced to be near them at the time and prevented their being slaughtered on the spot, like so many of their countrymen, of whom it is estimated that upwards of four hundred were slain in the pursuit that succeeded the fight—many of them being men of the neighbourhood, who had not been present on the actual field of battle at all. Among others Wallace’s uncle, David Spence, was killed. Twelve hundred, it is said, laid down their arms and surrendered at discretion.


  Wallace himself, seeing that the day was lost and further resistance useless, and having been separated from his friends in the general mêlée, sought refuge in a clump of alders on the banks of the river. Another fugitive made for the same spot about the same time. He was an old man, yet vigorous, and ran well; but the soldiers who pursued soon came up and knocked him down. Having already received several dangerous wounds in the head, the old man seemed to feel that he had reached the end of his career on earth, and calmly prepared for death. But the end had not yet come. Even among the blood-stained troops of the King there were men whose hearts were not made of flint, and who, doubtless, disapproved of the cruel work in which it was their duty to take part. Instead of giving the old man the coup de grâce, one of the soldiers asked his name.


  “Donald Cargill,” answered the wounded man.


  “That name sounds familiar,” said the soldier. “Are not you a minister?”


  “Yea, I have the honour to be one of the Lord’s servants.”


  Upon hearing this the soldiers let him go, and bade him get off the field as fast as possible.


  Cargill was not slow to obey, and soon reached the alders, where he fell almost fainting to the ground. Here he was discovered by Wallace, and recognised as the old man whom he had met in Andrew Black’s hidy-hole. The poor man could scarcely walk; but with the assistance of his stout young friend, who carefully dressed his wounds, he managed to escape. Wallace himself was not so fortunate. After leaving Cargill in a place of comparative safety, he had not the heart to think only of his own escape while uncertain of the fate of his friends. He was aware, indeed, of his uncle’s death, but knew nothing about Andrew Black, Quentin Dick, or Ramblin’ Peter. When, therefore, night had put an end to the fiendish work, he returned cautiously to search the field of battle; but, while endeavouring to clamber over a wall, was suddenly pounced upon by half a dozen soldiers and made prisoner.


  At an earlier part of the evening he would certainly have been murdered on the spot, but by that time the royalists were probably tired of indiscriminate slaughter, for they merely bound his arms and led him to a spot where those Covenanters who had been taken prisoners were guarded.


  The guarding was of the strangest and cruellest. The prisoners were made to lie flat down on the ground—many of them having been previously stripped nearly naked; and if any of them ventured to change their positions, or raise their heads to implore a draught of water, they were instantly shot.


  Next day the survivors were tied together in couples and driven off the ground like a herd of cattle. Will Wallace stood awaiting his turn, and watching the first band of prisoners march off. Suddenly he observed Andrew Black coupled to Quentin Dick. They passed closed to him. As they did so their eyes met.


  “Losh, man, is that you?” exclaimed Black, a gleam of joy lighting up his sombre visage. “Eh, but I am gled to see that yer still leevin’!”


  “Not more glad than I to see that you’re not dead,” responded Will quickly. “Where’s Peter and Bruce?”


  A stern command to keep silence and move on drowned the answer, and in another minute Wallace, with an unknown comrade-in-arms, had joined the procession.


  Thus they were led—or rather driven—with every species of cruel indignity, to Edinburgh; but the jails there were already full; there was no place in which to stow such noxious animals! Had Charles the Second been there, according to his own statement, he would have had no difficulty in dealing with them; but bad as the Council was, it was not quite so brutal, it would seem, as the King.


  “Put them in the Greyfriars Churchyard,” was the order—and to that celebrated spot they were marched.


  Seated at her back window in Candlemaker Row, Mrs Black observed, with some surprise and curiosity, the sad procession wending its way among the tombs and round the church. The news of the fight at Bothwell Bridge had only just reached the city, and she knew nothing of the details. Mrs Wallace and Jean Black were seated beside her knitting.


  “Wha’ll they be, noo?” soliloquised Mrs Black.


  “Maybe prisoners taken at Bothwell Brig,” suggested Mrs Wallace.


  Jean started, dropped her knitting, and said in a low, anxious voice, as she gazed earnestly at the procession, “If—if it’s them, uncle Andrew an’—an’—the others may be amang them!”


  The procession was not more than a hundred yards distant—near enough for sharp, loving eyes to distinguish friends.


  “I see them!” cried Jean eagerly.


  Next moment she had leaped over the window, which was not much over six feet from the ground. She doubled round a tombstone, and, running towards the prisoners, got near enough to see the head of the procession pass through a large iron gate at the south-west corner of the churchyard, and to see clearly that her uncle and Quentin Dick were there—tied together. Here a soldier stopped her. As she turned to entreat permission to pass on she encountered the anxious gaze of Will Wallace as he passed. There was time for the glance of recognition, that was all. A few minutes more and the long procession had passed into what afterwards proved to be one of the most terrible prisons of which we have any record in history.


  Jean Black was thrust out of the churchyard along with a crowd of others who had entered by the front gate. Filled with dismay and anxious forebodings, she returned to her temporary home in the Row.
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  Chapter Nine.


  Among the Tombs.


  



  The enclosure at the south-western corner of Greyfriars Churchyard, which had been chosen as the prison of the men who were spared after the battle of Bothwell Bridge, was a small narrow space enclosed by very high walls, and guarded by a strong iron gate—the same gate, probably, which still hangs there at the present day.


  There, among the tombs, without any covering to shelter them from the wind and rain, without bedding or sufficient food, with the dank grass for their couches and graves for pillows, did most of these unfortunates—from twelve to fifteen hundred—live during the succeeding five months. They were rigorously guarded night and day by sentinels who were held answerable with their lives for the safe keeping of the prisoners. During the daytime they stood or moved about uneasily. At nights if any of them ventured to rise the sentinels had orders to fire upon them. If they had been dogs they could not have been treated worse. Being men, their sufferings were terrible—inconceivable. Ere long many a poor fellow found a death-bed among the graves of that gloomy enclosure. To add to their misery, friends were seldom permitted to visit them, and those who did obtain leave were chiefly females, who were exposed to the insults of the guards.


  A week or so after their being shut up here, Andrew Black stood one afternoon leaning against the headstone of a grave on which Quentin Dick and Will Wallace were seated. It had been raining, and the grass and their garments were very wet. A leaden sky overhead seemed to have deepened their despair, for they remained silent for an unusually long time.


  “This is awfu’!” said Black at last with a deep sigh. “If there was ony chance o’ makin’ a dash an’ fechtin’ to the end, I wad tak’ comfort; but to be left here to sterve an’ rot, nicht an’ day, wi’ naethin’ to do an’ maist naethin’ to think on—it’s—it’s awfu’!”


  As the honest man could not get no further than this idea—and the idea itself was a mere truism—no response was drawn from his companions, who sat with clenched fists, staring vacantly before them. Probably the first stage of incipient madness had set in with all of them.


  “Did Jean give you any hope yesterday?” asked Wallace languidly; for he had asked the same question every day since the poor girl had been permitted to hold a brief conversation with her uncle at the iron gate, towards which only one prisoner at a time was allowed to approach. The answer had always been the same.


  “Na, na. She bids me hope, indeed, in the Lord—an’ she’s right there; but as for man, what can we hope frae him?”


  “Ye may weel ask that!” exclaimed Quentin Dick, with sudden and bitter emphasis. “Man indeed! It’s my opeenion that man, when left to hissel’, is nae better than the deevil. I’ faith, I think he’s waur, for he’s mair contemptible.”


  “Ye may be right, Quentin, for a’ I ken; but some men are no’ left to theirsel’s. There’s that puir young chiel Anderson, that was shot i’ the lungs an’ has scarce been able the last day or twa to crawl to the yett to see his auld mither—he’s deeing this afternoon. I went ower to the tombstane that keeps the east wund aff him, an’ he said to me, ‘Andry, man,’ said he, ‘I’ll no’ be able to crawl to see my mither the day. I’ll vera likely be deid before she comes. Wull ye tell her no’ to greet for me, for I’m restin’ on the Lord Jesus, an’ I’ll be a free man afore night, singing the praises o’ redeeming love, and waitin’ for her to come?’”


  Quentin had covered his face with his hands while Black spoke, and a low groan escaped him; for the youth Anderson had made a deep impression on the three friends during the week they had suffered together. Wallace, without replying, went straight over to the tomb where Anderson lay. He was followed by the other two. On reaching the spot they observed that he lay on his back, with closed eyes and a smile resting on his young face.


  “He sleeps,” said Wallace softly.


  “Ay, he sleeps weel,” said Black, shaking his head slowly. “I ken the look o’ that sleep. An’ yonder’s his puir mither at the yett. Bide by him, Quentin, while I gang an’ brek it to her.”


  It chanced that Mrs Anderson and Jean came to the gate at the same moment. On hearing that her son was dead the poor woman uttered a low wail, and would have fallen if Jean had not caught her and let her gently down on one of the graves. Jean was, as we have said, singularly sympathetic. She had overheard what her uncle had said, and forthwith sat down beside the bereaved woman, drew her head down on her breast and tried to comfort her, as she had formerly tried to comfort old Mrs Mitchell. Even the guards were softened for a few minutes; but soon they grew impatient, and ordered them both to leave.


  “Bide a wee,” said Jean, “I maun hae a word wi’ my uncle.”


  She rose as she spoke, and turned to the gate.


  “Weel, what luck?” asked Black, grasping both her hands through the bars.


  “No luck, uncle,” answered Jean, whimpering a little in spite of her efforts to keep up. “As we ken naebody o’ note here that could help us, I just went straight to the Parliament Hoose an’ saw Lauderdale himsel’, but he wouldna listen to me. An’ what could I say? I couldna tell him a lee, ye ken, an’ say ye hadna been to conventicles or sheltered the rebels, as they ca’ us. But I said I was sure ye were sorry for what ye had done, an’ that ye would never do it again, if they would only let you off—”


  “Oh, Jean, Jean, ye’re a gowk, for that was twa lees ye telt him!” interrupted Black, with a short sarcastic laugh; “for I’m no’ a bit sorry for what I’ve done; an’ I’ll do’t ower again if ever I git the chance. Ne’er heed, lass, you’ve done your best. An’ hoo’s mither an’ Mrs Wallace?”


  “They’re baith weel; but awfu’ cast doon aboot you, an’—an’—Wull and Quentin. An’—I had maist forgot—Peter has turned up safe an’ soond. He says that—”


  “Come, cut short your haverin’,” said the sentinel who had been induced to favour Jean, partly because of her sweet innocent face, and partly because of the money which Mrs Black had given her to bribe him.


  “Weel, tell Peter,” said Black hurriedly, “to gang doon to the ferm an’ see if he can find oot onything aboot Marion Clerk an’ Isabel Scott. I’m wae for thae lassies. They’re ower guid to let live in peace at a time like this. Tell him to tell them frae me to flee to the hills. Noo that the hidy-hole is gaen, there’s no’ a safe hoose in a’ the land, only the caves an’ the peat-bogs, and even they are but puir protection.”


  “Uncle dear, is not the Lord our hiding-place until these calamities be overpast?” said Jean, while the tears that she could not suppress ran down her cheeks.


  “Ye’re right, bairn. God forgi’e my want o’ faith. Rin awa’ noo. I see the sentry’s getting wearied. The Lord bless ye.”


  The night chanced to be very dark. Rain fell in torrents, and wind in fitful gusts swept among the tombs, chilling the prisoners to the very bone. It is probable that the guards would, for their own comfort, have kept a slack look-out, had not their own lives depended a good deal on their fidelity. As it was, the vigil was not so strict as it might have been; and they found it impossible to see the whole of that long narrow space of ground in so dark a night. About midnight the sentry fancied he saw three figures flitting across the yard. Putting his musket through the bars of the gate he fired at once, but could not see whether he had done execution; and so great was the noise of the wind and rain that the report of his piece was not audible more than a few paces from where he stood, except to leeward. Alarms were too frequent in those days to disturb people much. A few people, no doubt, heard the shot; listened, perchance, for a moment or two, and then, turning in their warm beds, continued their repose. The guard turned out, but as all seemed quiet in the churchyard-prison when they peered through the iron bars, they turned in again, and the sentinel recharged his musket.


  Close beside one of the sodden graves lay the yet warm body of a dead man. The random bullet had found a billet in his heart, and “Nature’s sweet restorer” had been merged into the sleep of death. Fortunate man! He had been spared, probably, months of slow-timed misery, with almost certain death at the end in any case.


  Three men rose from behind the headstone of that grave, and looked sorrowfully on the drenched figure.


  “He has passed the golden gates,” said one in a low voice. “A wonderful change.”


  “Ay, Wull,” responsed another of the trio; “but it’s noo or niver wi’ us. Set yer heid agin’ the wa’, Quentin.”


  The shepherd obeyed, and the three proceeded to carry out a plan which they had previously devised—a plan which only very strong and agile men could have hoped to carry through without noise. Selecting a suitable part of the wall, in deepest shadow, where a headstone slightly aided them, Quentin planted his feet firmly, and, resting his arms on the wall, leaned his forehead against them. Black mounted on his shoulders, and, standing erect, assumed the same position. Then Wallace, grasping the garments of his friends, climbed up the living ladder and stood on Black’s shoulders, so that he could just grip the top of the wall and hang on. At this point in the process the conditions were, so to speak, reversed. Black grasped Wallace with both hands by one of his ankles, and held on like a vice. The living ladder was now hanging from the top of the wall instead of standing at the foot of it, and Quentin—the lowest rung, so to speak—became the climber. From Wallace’s shoulders, he easily gained the top of the wall, and was able to reach down a helping hand to Black as he made his way slowly up Wallace’s back. Then both men hauled Wallace up with some trouble, for the strain had been almost too much for him, and he could hardly help himself.


  At this juncture the sentinel chanced to look up, and, dark though it was, he saw the three figures on the wall a little blacker than the sky behind. Instantly the bright flash of his musket was seen, and the report, mingled with his cry of alarm, again brought out the guard. A volley revealed the three prisoners for a moment.


  “Dinna jump!” cried Black, as the bullets whizzed past their heads. “Ye’ll brek yer legs. Tak’ it easy. They’re slow at loadin’; an’ ‘the mair hurry the less speed!’”


  The caution was only just in time, for the impulsive Wallace had been on the point of leaping from the wall; instead of doing which he assisted in reversing the process which has just been described. It was much easier, however; and the drop which Wallace had to make after his friends were down was broken by their catching him in their arms. Inexperience, however, is always liable to misfortune. The shock of such a heavy man dropping from such a height gave them a surprise, and sent them all three violently to the ground; but the firing, shouting, and confusion on the other side of the wall caused them to jump up with wonderful alacrity.


  “Candlemaker Raw!” said Black in a hoarse whisper, as they dashed off in different directions, and were lost in blackness of night.


  With a very sad face, on which, however, there was an air of calm resignation, Mrs Black sat in her little room with her Bible open before her. She had been reading to Mrs Wallace and Jean, preparatory to retiring for the night.


  “It’s awful to think of their lying out yonder, bedless, maybe supperless, on a night like this,” said Mrs Wallace.


  Jean, with her pretty face in that condition which the Scotch and Norwegian languages expressively call begrutten, could do nothing but sigh.


  Just then hurried steps were heard on the stair, and next moment a loud knocking shook the door.


  “Wha’s that?” exclaimed Mrs Black, rising.


  “It’s me, mither. Open; quick!”


  Next moment Andrew sprang in and looked hastily round.


  “Am I the first, mither?”


  Before the poor woman could recover from her joy and amazement sufficiently to reply, another step was heard on the stair.


  “That’s ane o’ them,” said Black, turning and holding the door, so as to be ready for friend or foe. He was right. Mrs Wallace uttered a little scream of joy as her son leaped into the room.


  “Whaur’s Quentin?” asked Black.


  The question was scarcely put when the shepherd himself bounded up the stair.


  “They’ve gotten sight o’ me, I fear,” he said. “Have ye a garret, wummin—onywhere to hide?”


  “No’ a place in the hoose big enough for a moose to hide in,” said Mrs Black with a look of dismay.


  As she spoke a confused noise of voices and hurrying steps was heard in the street. Another moment and they were at the foot of the stair. The three men seized the poker, tongs, and shovel. Mrs Black opened her back window and pointed to the churchyard.


  “Yer only chance!” she said.


  Andrew Black leaped out at once. Wallace followed like a harlequin. Quentin Dick felt that there was no time for him to follow without being seen. Dropping his poker he sprang through the doorway, and, closing the door on himself, began to thunder against it, just as an officer leading some of the town-guard reached the landing.


  “Open, I say!” cried Quentin furiously, “I’m sure the rebels cam in here. Dinna be keepin’ the gentlemen o’ the gaird waitin’ here. Open, I say, or I’ll drive the door in!”


  Bursting the door open, as though in fulfilment of his threat, Quentin sprang in, and looking hastily round, cried, as if in towering wrath, “Whaur are they? Whaur are thae pestiferous rebels?”


  “There’s nae rebels here, gentlemen,” said Mrs Black. “Ye’re welcome to seek.”


  “They maun hae gaen up the next stair,” said Quentin, turning to the officer.


  “And pray, who are you, that ye seem so anxious to catch the rebels?”


  “Wha am I?” repeated Quentin with glaring eyes, and a sort of grasping of his strong fingers that suggested the idea of tearing some one to pieces. “Div ’ee no see that I’m a shepherd? The sufferin’s than I hae gaen through an’ endured on accoont o’ thae rebels is past— But c’way, sirs, they’ll escape us if we stand haverin’ here.”


  So saying the bold man dashed down the stair and into the next house, followed by the town-guards, who did not know him. The prisoners’ guards were fortunately searching in another direction. A strict search was made in the next house, at which Quentin assisted. When they were yet in the thick of it he went quietly down-stairs and walked away from the scene, as he expressed it, “hotchin’”—by which he meant chuckling.


  But poor Andrew Black and Will Wallace were not so fortunate. A search which was made in the outer churchyard resulted in their being discovered among the tombs, and they were forthwith conducted to the Tolbooth prison.


  When Ramblin’ Peter, after many narrow escapes, reached the farm in Dumfries in a half-famished state, he sat down among the desolate ruins and howled with grief. Having thus relieved his feelings, he dried his eyes and proceeded in his usual sedate manner to examine things in detail. He soon found that his master had been wrong in supposing that the hidy-hole had been discovered or destroyed. As he approached the outer end of the tunnel a head suddenly appeared above ground, and as suddenly vanished.


  “Hallo!” exclaimed Peter in surprise.


  “Hallo!” echoed the head, and reappeared blazing with astonishment. “Is that you, Peter?”


  “Ay, McCubine, that’s me. I thought ye was a’ deid. Hae ye ony parritch i’ the hole? I’m awfu’ hungry.”


  “C’way in, lad: we’ve plenty to eat here, an guid company as weel—the Lord be thankit.”


  The man led the way—familiar enough to Peter; and in the hidy-hole he found several persons, some of whom, from their costume, were evidently ministers. They paid little attention to the boy at first, being engaged in earnest conversation.


  “No, no, Mr Cargill,” said one. “I cannot agree with you in the stern line of demarcation which you would draw between us. We are all the servants of the most high God, fighting for, suffering for, the truth as it is in Jesus. It is true that rather than bow to usurped power I chose to cast in my lot with the ejected; but having done that, and suffered the loss of all things temporal, I do not feel called on to pronounce such absolute condemnation on my brethren who have accepted the Indulgence. I know that many of them are as earnest followers of Christ as ourselves—it may be more so—but they think it right to bow before the storm rather than risk civil war; to accept what of toleration they can get, while they hope and pray for more.”


  “In that case, Mr Welsh,” replied Cargill, “what comes of their testimony for the truth? Is not Christ King in his own household? Charles is king in the civil State. The oath which he requires of every minister who accepts the Indulgence distinctly recognises him—the king—as lord of the conscience, ruler of the spiritual kingdom of this land. To take such an oath is equivalent to acknowledging the justice of his pretensions.”


  “They do not see it in that light,” returned Mr Welsh. “I agree with your views, and think our Indulged brethren in the wrong; but I counsel forbearance, and cannot agree with the idea that it is our duty to refuse all connection with them, and treat them as if they belonged to the ranks of the malignants. See what such opinions have cost us already in the overwhelming disaster at Bothwell Brig.”


  “Overwhelming disaster counts for nothing in such a cause as this,” rejoined Cargill gravely. “The truth has been committed to us, and we are bound to be valiant for the truth—even to death. Is it not so, Mr Cameron?”


  The young man to whom the old Covenanter turned was one of the most noted among the men who fought and died for the Covenant. An earnest godly young minister, he had just returned from Holland with the intention of taking up the standard which had been almost dropped in consequence of the hotter persecutions which immediately followed the battle of Bothwell Bridge.


  “Of course you know that I agree with you, Mr Cargill. When you licensed me to preach the blessed Gospel, Mr Welsh, you encouraged me to independent thought. Under the guidance, I believe, of the Holy Spirit, I have been led to see the sinfulness of the Indulgence, and I am constrained to preach against it. Truly my chief concern is for the salvation of souls—the bringing of men and women and children to the Saviour; but after that, or rather along with that, to my mind, comes the condemnation of sin, whether public or private. Consider what the Indulgence and persecution together have done now. Have they not well-nigh stopped the field-preaching altogether, so that, with the exception of yourselves and Mr Thomas Douglas and a few others, there is no one left to testify? Part of my mission has been to go round among the ministers on this very point, but my efforts have been in vain as far as I have yet gone. It has been prophesied,” continued Cameron with a sad smile, “that I shall yet lose my head in this cause. That may well be, for there is that in my soul which will not let me stand still while my Master is dishonoured and sin is triumphant. As to the King, he may, so far as I know, be truly descended from the race of our kings, but he has so grievously departed from his duty to the people—by whose authority alone magistrates exist—and has so perjured himself, usurped authority in Church matters, and tyrannised in matters civil, that the people of Scotland do no longer owe him allegiance; and although I stand up for governments and governors, such as God’s Word and our covenants allow, I will surely—with all who choose to join me—disown Charles Stuart as a tyrant and a usurper.”


  The discussion had continued so long that the ministers, as if by mutual consent, dropped it after this point, and turned to Ramblin’ Peter, who was appeasing his hunger with a huge “luggie o’ parritch.” But the poor boy had no heart to finish his meal on learning that Marion Clark and Isabel Scott—of whom he was very fond—had been captured by the soldiers and sent to Edinburgh. Indeed nothing would satisfy him but that he should return to the metropolis without delay and carry the bad news to his master.


  That same night, when darkness rendered it safe, Cargill, Cameron, Welsh, and Douglas, with some of their followers, left Black’s place of concealment, and went off in different directions to risk, for a brief space, the shelter of a friendly cottage, where the neighbours would assemble to hear the outlawed ministers while one of them kept watch, or to fulfil their several engagements for the holding of conventicles among the secret places of the hills.
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  Chapter Ten.


  Fiercer and Fiercer.


  



  After his escape, Quentin Dick, hearing of the recapture of his comrades, and knowing that he could not in any way help them, resolved to go back to Dumfries to make inquiries about the servant lassies Marion and Isabel, being ignorant of the fact that Ramblin’ Peter had been sent on the same errand before him.


  Now, although the one was travelling to, and the other from, Edinburgh, they might easily have missed each other, as they travelled chiefly at night in order to escape observation. But, hearing on the way that the much-loved minister, Mr Welsh, was to preach in a certain locality, they both turned aside to hear him, and thus came together.


  A price of 500 pounds sterling had been set on the head of Mr Welsh, and for twenty years he had been pursued by his foes, yet for that long period he succeeded in eluding his pursuers—even though the resolute and vindictive Claverhouse was among them,—and in continuing his work of preaching to the people. Though a meek and humble man, Welsh was cool, courageous, and self-possessed, with, apparently, a dash of humour in him—as was evidenced by his preaching on one occasion in the middle of the frozen Tweed, so that either he “might shun giving offence to both nations, or that two kingdoms might dispute his crime!”


  The evening before the meeting at which Quentin and Peter unwittingly approached each other, Mr Welsh found himself at a loss where to spend the night, for the bloodhounds were already on his track. He boldly called at the house of a gentleman who was personally unknown to him, but who was known to be hostile to field-preachers in general, and to himself in particular. As a stranger Mr Welsh was kindly received. Probably in such dangerous times it was considered impolite to make inquiry as to names. At all events the record says that he remained unknown. In course of conversation his host referred to Welsh and the difficulty of getting hold of him.


  “I am sent,” said Welsh, “to apprehend rebels. I know where Mr Welsh is to preach to-morrow, and will give you the rebel by the hand.”


  Overjoyed at this news the gentleman agreed to accompany him to the meeting on the morrow. Arriving next day at the rendezvous, the congregation made way for the minister and his host. The latter was then invited to take a seat, and, to his great amazement, his guest of the previous night stood up and preached. At the close of the sermon Mr Welsh held out his hand to his host.


  “I promised,” he said, “to give you Mr Welsh by the hand.”


  “Yes,” returned the gentleman, who was much affected, as he grasped the hand, “and you said that you were sent to apprehend rebels. Let me assure you that I, a rebellious sinner, have been apprehended this day.”


  It was at this interesting moment that Quentin and Peter recognised each other, and, forgetting all other points of interest, turned aside to discuss their own affairs.


  “Then there’s nae use o’ my gaun ony farer,” said the shepherd thoughtfully.


  “Nane whatever,” said Peter; “ye’d best c’way back t’ toon wi’ me. Ye’ll be safer there nor here, an’ may chance to be o’ service to the lassies.”


  Alas for the poor lassies! They were in the fangs of the wolves at that very time. In that council-room where, for years, the farce of “trial” and the tragedy of cruel injustice had been carried on, Marion Clark and Isabel Scott were standing before their civil and clerical inquisitors. The trial was nearly over. Proceeding upon their mean principle of extracting confession by the method of entrapping questions, and thus obtaining from their unsuspecting victims sufficient evidence—as they said—to warrant condemnation, they had got the poor serving-maids to admit that they had attended field-preachings; had conversed with some whom the Government denounced as rebels; and other matters which sufficed to enable them to draw up a libel. Those two innocent girls were then handed over to the Justiciary Court, before which they were charged with the crime of receiving and corresponding with Mr Donald Cargill, Mr Thomas Douglas, Mr John Welsh, and Mr Richard Cameron; with the murderers of Archbishop Sharp; and with having heard the said ministers preach up treason and rebellion!


  When the indictment was read to them the poor things meekly admitted that it was correct, except in so far as it called the ministers rebels and asserted that they preached up treason. The jury were exceedingly unwilling to serve on the trial, but were compelled to do so under threat of fine. After deliberating on the evidence they found the girls both guilty, by their own confession, of holding the opinions charged against them, but that as actors, or receivers of rebels, the charge was not proven.


  Upon this they were condemned to die, but before leaving the court Isabel Scott said impressively: “I take all witness against another at you to your appearance before God, that your proceeding against us this day is only for owning Christ, His Gospel, and His members.” (See A Cloud of Witnesses, page 122 (edition 1871.)) They were then led back to prison.


  When Quentin and Peter arrived in Edinburgh, two days later, they passed under the West Port, which was decorated with the shrivelled heads and hands of several martyrs, and made their way to the Grassmarket, which they had to traverse in going towards Candlemaker Row. Here they found a large crowd surrounding the gallows-tree which did such frequent service there. Two female figures were swinging from the beam.


  “The auld story,” said the shepherd in a low sad voice. “What was their crime?” he inquired of a bystander.


  “They tried to serve the Lord, that was a’,” replied the man bitterly. “But they ended their coorse bravely. Ane sang the 84th Psalm and the ither spake of God’s great love an’ free grace to her and to sinfu’ man.”


  “Puir things!” exclaimed Quentin with tremulous voice. “It’s ower noo. They’re fairly inside o’ the celestial gates.”


  The sight was all too common in those dark days to induce delay, but the two friends had to pass near the gallows, and naturally looked up in passing.


  “Quentin!” gasped Peter, stretching out both hands towards the martyrs, whose now soulless frames were hanging there, “it’s—it’s Marion an’—”


  A low wail followed, as the poor boy fell over in a swoon.


  The shepherd’s heart almost stood still, and his great chest quivered for a moment as he gazed, but he was a man of strong will and iron mould. Stooping, he picked up his little friend and carried him silently away.


  Their grief was, however, diverted to other channels on reaching the abode of Mrs Black, for there they found her and Mrs Wallace and Jean in deepest sorrow over the terrible news just brought to them by Jock Bruce.


  Andrew Black, he told them, had been sent a prisoner to the Bass Rock, and Will Wallace, with two hundred others, had been banished to the plantations in Barbadoes, where they were to be sold as slaves.


  Quentin sat down, covered his face with both hands, and groaned aloud on hearing this. Peter, who had recovered by that time, looked about him with the expressionless face of one whose reason has been unseated. Observing that Jean was sitting apart, sobbing as if her heart would break, he went quietly to her, and, taking one of her hands, began to stroke it gently. “Dinna greet, Jean,” he said; “the Lord will deliver them. Marion aye telt me that, an’ I believe she was richt.”


  Truly these unfortunate people needed all the consolation that the Word could give them, for banishment to the plantations usually meant banishment for life, and as to the hundreds who found a prison on the bleak and rugged Bass Rock at the mouth of the Forth, many of these also found a grave.


  After the battle of Bothwell Bridge the persecutions which had been so severe for so many years were continued with intensified bitterness. Not only were all the old tyrannical laws carried into force with increased severity, but new and harsher laws were enacted. Among other things the common soldiers were given the right to carry these laws into effect—in other words, to murder and plunder according to their own will and pleasure. And now, in 1680, began what has been termed the killing-time; in which Graham of Claverhouse (afterwards Viscount Dundee), Grierson of Lagg, Dalziel, and others, became pre-eminently notorious for their wanton cruelty in slaughtering men, women, and even children.


  On 22nd June 1680 twenty armed horsemen rode up the main street of the burgh of Sanquhar. The troop was headed by Richard Cameron and his brother Michael, who, dismounting, nailed to the cross a paper which the latter read aloud. It was the famous “Declaration of Sanquhar,” in which Charles Stuart was publicly disowned.


  While the fields of Scotland were being traversed and devastated by a lawless banditti, authorised by a lawless and covenant-breaking king and Government, those indomitable men who held with Cameron and Cargill united themselves more closely together, and thus entered into a new bond pledging themselves to be faithful to God and to each other in asserting their civil and religious rights, which they believed could only be secured by driving from the throne that “perfidious covenant-breaking race, untrue both to the most high God and to the people over whom for their sins they were set.”


  If the Cameronians were wrong in this opinion then must the whole nation have been wrong, when, a few years later, it came to hold the same opinion, and acted in accordance therewith! As well might we find fault with Bruce and Wallace as with our covenanting patriots.


  Be this as it may, Richard Cameron with his followers asserted the principle which afterwards became law—namely, that the House of Stuart should no longer desecrate the throne. He did not, however, live to see his desire accomplished.


  At Airsmoss—in the district of Kyle—with a band of his followers, numbering twenty-six horse and forty foot, he was surprised by a party of upwards of one hundred and twenty dragoons under command of Bruce of Earlshall. The Cameronians were headed by Hackston of Rathillet, who had been present at the murder of Sharp, though not an active participator. Knowing that no mercy was to be expected they resolved to fight. Before the battle Cameron, engaging in a brief prayer, used the remarkable words: “Lord, take the ripe, but spare the green.” The issue against such odds was what might have been expected. Nearly all the Covenanters were slain. Richard Cameron fell, fighting back to back with his brother. Some of the foot-men escaped into the moss. Hackston was severely wounded and taken prisoner. Cameron’s head and hands were cut off and taken to Edinburgh, where they were cruelly exhibited to his father—a prisoner at the time. “Do ye know them?” asked the wretch who brought them. The old man, kissing them, replied, “Ay, I know them! They are my son’s—my own dear son’s! It is the Lord; good is the will of the Lord, who cannot wrong me nor mine, but has made goodness and mercy to follow us all our days.” A wonderful speech this from one suffering under, perhaps, the severest trial to which poor human nature can be subjected. Well might be applied to him the words—slightly paraphrased—“O man, great was thy faith!”


  Hackston was taken to Edinburgh, which he entered on a horse with his head bare and his face to the tail, the hangman carrying Cameron’s head on a halter before him. The indignities and cruelties which were perpetrated on this man had been minutely pre-arranged by the Privy Council. We mention a few in order that the reader may the better understand the inconceivable brutality of the Government against which the Scottish Covenanters had to contend. Besides the barbarities connected with poor Cameron’s head and hands, it was arranged that Hackston’s body was to be drawn backward on a hurdle to the cross of Edinburgh, where, in the first place, his right hand was to be struck off, and after some time his left hand. Thereafter he was to be hanged up and cut down alive; his bowels to be taken out and his heart shown to the people by the hangman, and then to be burnt in a fire on the scaffold. Afterwards his head was to be cut off, and his body, divided into four quarters, to be sent respectively to Saint Andrews, Glasgow, Leith, and Burntisland.


  In carrying out his fiendish instructions the bungling executioner was a long time mangling the wrist of Hackston’s right arm before he succeeded in separating the hand. Hackston quietly advised him to be more careful to strike in the joint of the left. Having been drawn up and let fall with a jerk, three times, life was not extinct, for it is said that when the heart was torn out it moved after falling on the scaffold.


  Several others who had been with Cameron were betrayed at this time, by apostate comrades, tried under torture, and executed; and the persecution became so hot that field-preaching was almost extinguished. The veteran Donald Cargill, however still maintained his ground.


  This able, uncompromising, yet affectionate and charitable man had prepared a famous document called the “Queensferry Paper,” of which it has been said that it contains “the very pith of sound constitutional doctrine regarding both civil and ecclesiastical rights.” Once, however, he mistook his mission. In the presence of a large congregation at Torwood he went so far as to excommunicate Charles the Second; the Dukes of York, Lauderdale, and Rothes; Sir C. McKenzie and Dalziel of Binns. That these despots richly deserved whatever excommunication might imply can hardly be denied, but it is equally certain that prolonged and severe persecution had stirred up poor Cargill upon this occasion to overstep his duty as a teacher of love to God and man.


  Heavily did Cargill pay for his errors—as well as for his long and conscientious adherence to duty. Five thousand merks were offered for him, dead or alive. Being captured, he was taken to Edinburgh on the 15th of July, and examined by the Council. On the 26th he was tried and condemned, and on the 27th he was hanged, after having witnessed a good confession, which he wound up with the words: “I forgive all men the wrongs they have done against me. I pray that the sufferers may be kept from sin and helped to know their duty.”


  About this time a test oath was ordered to be administered to all men in position or authority. The gist of it was that King Charles the Second was the only supreme governor in the realm over all causes, as well ecclesiastical as civil, and that it was unlawful for any subject upon pretence of reformation, or any pretence whatever, to enter into covenants or leagues, or to assemble in any councils, conventicles, assemblies, etcetera, ecclesiastical or civil, without his special permission.


  Pretty well this for a king who had himself signed the covenant—without which signing the Scottish nation would never have consented to assist in putting him on the throne! The greater number of the men in office in Scotland took the oath, though there were several exceptions—the Duke of Argyll, the Duke of Hamilton, John Hope of Hopetoun, the Duchess of Rothes, and others—among whom were eighty of the conforming clergy whose loyalty could not carry them so far, and who surrendered their livings rather than their consciences.


  It would require a volume to record even a bare outline of the deeds of darkness that were perpetrated at this time. We must dismiss it all and return to the actors in our tale.


  Will Wallace, after being recaptured, as already stated, was sent off to the plantations in a vessel with about two hundred and fifty other unfortunates, many of whom were seriously ill, if not dying, in consequence of their long exposure in the Greyfriars’ Churchyard. Packed in the hold of the ship so closely that they had not room to lie down, and almost suffocated with foul air and stench, the sufferings which they endured were far more terrible than those they experienced when lying among the tombs; but God sent most of them speedy deliverance. They were wrecked on the coast of Orkney. At night they were dashed on the rocks. The prisoners entreated to be let out of their prison, but the brutal captain ordered the hatches to be chained down. A tremendous wave cleft the deck, and a few of the more energetic managed to escape and reach the shore. The remainder—at least two hundred—were drowned in the hold. Will Wallace was among the saved, but was taken to Leith and transferred to another vessel. After several months of tossings on the deep he reached his destination and was sold into slavery.


  Many months—even years—passed away, but no news reached Candlemaker Row regarding the fate of the banished people. As to Andrew Black, the only change that took place in his condition during his long captivity was his transference—unknown to his kindred—from the gloomy prison of the Bass Rock to the still gloomier cells of Dunnottar Castle.


  During all this time, and for some years after, the persecutions were continued with ever-increasing severity: it seemed as if nothing short of the extirpation of the Covenanters altogether was contemplated. In short, the two parties presented at this period an aspect of human affairs which may well be styled monstrous. On the one hand a people suffering and fighting to the death to uphold law, and on the other a tyrant king and arrogant ecclesiastics and nobles, with their paid slaves and sycophants, deliberately violating the same!


  Quentin Dick and Ramblin’ Peter had been drawn closer together by powerful sympathy after the imprisonment of Black and the banishment of Will Wallace. They were like-minded in their aspirations, though very dissimilar in physical and mental endowment. Feeling that Edinburgh was not a safe place in which to hide after his recent escape, Quentin resolved to return to Dumfries to inquire after, and if possible to aid, his friends there.


  Peter determined to cast in his lot with him. In size he was still a boy though he had reached manhood.


  “We maun dae our best to help the wanderers,” said the shepherd, as they started on their journey.


  “Ay,” assented Peter.


  Arrived in Galloway they were passing over a wide moorland region one afternoon when a man suddenly appeared before them, as if he had dropped from the clouds, and held out his hand.


  “What! McCubine, can that be you?” exclaimed Quentin, grasping the proffered hand. “Man, I am glad to see ye. What brings ye here?”


  McCubine explained that he and his friend Gordon, with four comrades, were hiding in the Moss to avoid a party of dragoons who were pursuing them. “Grierson of Lagg is with them, and Captain Bruce is in command,” he said, “so we may expect no mercy if they catch us. Only the other day Bruce and his men dragged puir old Tam McHaffie out o’ his bed, tho’ he was ill wi’ fever, an’ shot him.”


  Having conducted Quentin and Peter to the secret place where his friends were hidden, McCubine was asked anxiously, by the former, if he knew anything about the Wilsons.


  “Ay, we ken this,” answered Gordon, “that although the auld folk have agreed to attend the curates for the sake o’ peace, the twa lassies have refused, and been driven out o’ hoose an’ hame. They maun hae been wanderin’ amang the hills noo for months—if they’re no catched by this time.”


  Hearing this, Quentin sprang up.


  “We maun rescue them, Peter,” he said.


  “Ay,” returned the boy. “Jean Black will expect that for Aggie’s sake; she’s her bosom freend, ye ken.”


  Refusing to delay for even half an hour, the two friends hurried away. They had scarcely left, and the six hunted men were still standing on the road where they had bidden them God-speed, when Bruce with his dragoons suddenly appeared—surprised and captured them all. With the brutal promptitude peculiar to that well-named “killing-time,” four of them were drawn up on the road and instantly shot, and buried where they fell, by Lochenkit Moor, where a monument now marks their resting place.


  The two spared men, Gordon and McCubine, were then, without reason assigned, bound and carried away. Next day the party came to the Cluden Water, crossing which they followed the road which leads to Dumfries, until they reached the neighbourhood of Irongray. There is a field there with a mound in it, on which grows a clump of old oak-trees. Here the two friends were doomed without trial to die. It is said that the minister of Irongray at that time was suspected of favourable leanings toward the Covenanters, and that the proprietor of the neighbouring farm of Hallhill betrayed similar symptoms; hence the selection of the particular spot between the two places, in order to intimidate both the minister and the farmer. This may well have been the case, for history shows that a very strong and indomitable covenanting spirit prevailed among the parishioners of Irongray as well as among the people of the South and West of Scotland generally. Indeed Wodrow, the historian, says that the people of Irongray were the first to offer strenuous opposition to the settlement of the curates.


  When Gordon and McCubine were standing under the fatal tree with the ropes round their necks, a sorrowing acquaintance asked the latter if he had any word to send to his wife.


  “Yes,” answered the martyr; “tell her that I leave her and the two babes upon the Lord, and to his promise: ‘A father to the fatherless and a husband to the widow is the Lord in His holy habitation.’”


  Hearing this, the man employed to act the part of executioner seemed touched, and asked forgiveness.


  “Poor man!” was the reply, “I forgive thee and all men.”


  They died, at peace with God and man. An old tombstone, surrounded by an iron rail, marks to this day the spot among the old oak-trees where the bodies of McCubine and Gordon were laid to rest.


  Commenting on this to his friend Selby, the Reverend George Lawless gave it as his opinion that “two more fanatics were well out of the world.”


  To which the Reverend Frank replied very quietly:


  “Yes, George, well out of it indeed; and, as I would rather die with the fanatics than live with the godless, I intend to join the Covenanters to-night—so my pulpit shall be vacant to-morrow.”
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  Chapter Eleven.


  Coming Events Cast Shadows.


  



  In February 1685 Charles the Second died—not without some suspicion of foul play. His brother, the Duke of York, an avowed Papist, ascended the throne as James the Second. This was a flagrant breach of the Constitution, and Argyll—attempting to avert the catastrophe by an invasion of Scotland at the same time that Monmouth should invade England—not only failed, but was captured and afterwards executed by the same instrument—the “Maiden”—with which his father’s head had been cut off nigh a quarter of a century before. As might have been expected, the persecutions were not relaxed by the new king.


  When good old Cargill was martyred, a handsome fair young man was looking on in profound sorrow and pity. He was a youth of great moral power, and with a large heart. His name was James Renwick. From that hour this youth cast in his lot with the persecuted wanderers, and, after the martyrdom of Cameron and Cargill, and the death of Welsh, he was left almost alone to manage their affairs. The “Strict Covenanters” had by this time formed themselves into societies for prayer and conference, and held quarterly district meetings in sequestered places, with a regular system of correspondence—thus secretly forming an organised body, which has continued down to modern times.


  It was while this young servant of God—having picked up the mantle which Cargill dropped—was toiling and wandering among the mountains, morasses, and caves of the west, that a troop of dragoons was seen, one May morning, galloping over the same region “on duty.” They swept over hill and dale with the dash and rattle of men in all the pride of youth and strength and the panoply of war. They were hasting, however, not to the battlefield but to the field of agriculture, there to imbrue their hands in the blood of the unarmed and the helpless.


  At the head of the band rode the valiant Graham of Claverhouse. Most people at that time knew him as the “bloody Clavers,” but as we look at the gay cavalier with his waving plume, martial bearing, beautiful countenance, and magnificent steed, we are tempted to ask, “Has there not been some mistake here?” Some have thought so. One or two literary men, who might have known better, have even said so, and attempted to defend their position!


  “Methinks this is our quarry, Glendinning,” said Claverhouse, drawing rein as they approached a small cottage, near to which a man was seen at work with a spade.


  “Yes—that’s John Brown of Priesthill,” said the sergeant.


  “You know the pestilent fanatic well, I suppose?”


  “Ay. He gets the name o’ being a man of eminent godliness,” answered the sergeant in a mocking tone; “and is even credited with having started a Sabbath-school!”


  John Brown, known as the “Christian carrier,” truly was what Glendinning had sneeringly described him. On seeing the cavalcade approach he guessed, no doubt, that his last hour had come, for many a time had he committed the sin of succouring the outlawed Covenanters, and he had stoutly refused to attend the ministry of the worthless curate George Lawless. Indeed it was the information conveyed to Government by that reverend gentleman that had brought Claverhouse down upon the unfortunate man.


  The dragoons ordered him to proceed to the front of his house, where his wife was standing with one child in her arms and another by her side. The usual ensnaring questions as to the supremacy of the King, etcetera, were put to him, and the answers being unsatisfactory, Claverhouse ordered him to say his prayers and prepare for immediate death. Brown knew that there was no appeal. All Scotland was well aware by that time that soldiers were empowered to act the part of judge, jury, witness, and executioner, and had become accustomed to it. The poor man obeyed. He knelt down and prayed in such a strain that even the troopers, it is said, were impressed—at all events, their subsequent conduct would seem to countenance this belief. Their commander, however, was not much affected, for he thrice interrupted his victim, telling him that he had “given him time to pray, but not to preach.”


  “Sir,” returned Brown, “ye know neither the nature of preaching nor praying if ye call this preaching.”


  “Now,” said Claverhouse, “take farewell of your wife and children.”


  After the poor man had kissed them, Claverhouse ordered six of his men to fire; but they hesitated and finally refused. Enraged at this their commander drew a pistol, and with his own hand blew out John Brown’s brains.


  “What thinkest thou of thy husband now, woman?” he said, turning to the widow.


  “I ever thought much good of him,” she answered, “and as much now as ever.”


  “It were but justice to lay thee beside him,” exclaimed the murderer.


  “If you were permitted,” she replied, “I doubt not but your cruelty would go that length.”


  Thus far the excitement of the dreadful scene enabled the poor creature to reply, but nature soon asserted her sway. Sinking on her knees by the side of the mangled corpse, the widow, neither observing nor caring for the departure of the dragoons, proceeded to bind up her husband’s shattered skull with a kerchief, while the pent-up tears burst forth.


  The house stood in a retired, solitary spot, and for some time the bereaved woman was left alone with God and her children; but before darkness closed in a human comforter was sent to her in the person of Quentin Dick.


  On his arrival in Wigtown, Quentin, finding that his friends the Wilson girls had been imprisoned with an old covenanter named Mrs McLachlan, and that he could not obtain permission to see them, resolved to pay a visit to John Brown, the carrier, who was an old friend, and who might perhaps afford him counsel regarding the Wilsons. Leaving Ramblin’ Peter behind to watch every event and fetch him word if anything important should transpire, he set out and reached the desolated cottage in the evening of the day on which his friend was shot.


  Quentin was naturally a reserved man, and had never been able to take a prominent part with his covenanting friends in conversation or in public prayer, but the sight of his old friend’s widow in her agony, and her terrified little ones, broke down the barrier of reserve completely. Although a stern and a strong man, not prone to give way to feeling, he learned that night the full meaning of what it is to “weep with those that weep.” Moreover, his tongue was unloosed, and he poured forth his soul in prayer, and quoted God’s Word in a way that cheered, in no small degree, his stricken friend. During several days he remained at Priesthill, doing all in his power to assist the family, and receiving some degree of comfort in return; for strong sympathy and fellowship in sorrow had induced him to reveal the fact that he loved Margaret Wilson, who at that time lay in prison with her young sister Agnes, awaiting their trial in Wigtown.


  Seated one night by the carrier’s desolated hearth, where several friends had assembled to mourn with the widow, Quentin was about to commence family worship, when he was interrupted by the sudden entrance of Ramblin’ Peter. The expression of his face told eloquently that he brought bad news. “The Wilsons,” he said, “are condemned to be drowned with old Mrs McLachlan.”


  “No’ baith o’ the lasses,” he added, correcting himself, “for the faither managed to git ane o’ them off by a bribe o’ a hundred pounds—an’ that’s every bodle that he owns.”


  “Which is to be drooned?” asked Quentin in a low voice.


  “Marget—the auldest.”


  A deep groan burst from the shepherd as the Bible fell from his hands.


  “Come!” he said to Peter, and passed quickly out of the house, without a word to those whom he left behind.


  Arrived in Wigtown, the wretched man went about, wildly seeking to move the feelings of men whose hearts were like the nether millstone.


  “Oh, if I only had siller!” he exclaimed to the Wilsons’ father, clasping his hands in agony. “Hae ye nae mair?”


  “No’ anither plack,” said the old man in deepest dejection. “They took all I had for Aggie.”


  “Ye are strang, Quentin,” suggested Peter, who now understood the reason of his friend’s wild despair. “Could ye no’ waylay somebody an’ rob them? Surely it wouldna be coonted wrang in the circumstances.”


  “Sin is sin, Peter. Better death than sin,” returned Quentin with a grave look.


  “Aweel, we maun just dee, then,” said Peter in a tone of resignation.


  Nothing could avert the doom of these unfortunate women. Their judges, of whom Grierson, Laird of Lagg, was one, indicted this young girl and the old woman with the ridiculous charge of rebellion, of having been at the battles of Bothwell Bridge and Airsmoss and present at twenty conventicles, as well as with refusing to swear the abjuration oath!


  The innocent victims were carried to the mouth of the river Bladenoch, being guarded by troops under Major Winram, and followed by an immense crowd both of friends and spectators. Quentin Dick and his little friend Peter were among them. The former had possessed himself of a stick resembling a quarter-staff. His wild appearance and bloodshot eyes, with his great size and strength, induced people to keep out of his way. He had only just reached the spot in time. No word did he speak till he came up to Major Winram. Then he sprang forward, and said in a loud voice, “I forbid this execution in the name of God!” at the same time raising his staff.


  Instantly a trooper spurred forward and cut him down from behind.


  “Take him away,” said Winram, and Quentin, while endeavouring to stagger to his feet, was ridden down, secured, and dragged away. Poor Peter shared his fate. So quickly and quietly was it all done that few except those quite close to them were fully aware of what had occurred. The blow on his head seemed to have stunned the shepherd, for he made no resistance while they led him a considerable distance back into the country to a retired spot, and placed him with his back against a cliff. Then the leader of the party told off six men to shoot him.


  Not until they were about to present their muskets did the shepherd seem to realise his position. Then an eager look came over his face, and he said with a smile, “Ay, be quick! Maybe I’ll git there first to welcome her!”


  A volley followed, and the soul of Quentin Dick was released from its tenement of clay.


  Peter, on seeing the catastrophe, fell backwards in a swoon, and the leader of the troop, feeling, perhaps, a touch of pity, cast him loose and left him there. Returning to the sands, the soldiers found that the martyrdom was well-nigh completed.


  The mouth of the Bladenoch has been considerably modified. At this time the river’s course was close along the base of the hill on which Wigtown stands. The tide had turned, and the flowing sea had already reversed the current of the river. The banks of sand were steep, and several feet high at the spot to which the martyrs were led, so that people standing on the edge were close above the inrushing stream. Two stakes had been driven into the top of the banks—one being some distance lower down the river than the other. Ropes of a few yards in length were fastened to them, and the outer ends tied round the martyrs’ waists—old Mrs McLachlan being attached to the lower post. They were then bidden prepare for death, which they did by kneeling down and engaging in fervent prayer. It is said that the younger woman repeated some passages of Scripture, and even sang part of the 25th Psalm.


  At this point a married daughter of Mrs McLachlan, named Milliken, who could not believe that the sentence would really be carried out, gave way to violent lamentations, and fainted when she saw that her mother’s doom was fixed. They carried the poor creature away from the dreadful scene.


  The old woman was first pushed over the brink of the river, and a soldier, thrusting her head down into the water with a halbert, held it there. This was evidently done to terrify the younger woman into submission, for, while the aged martyr was struggling in the agonies of death, one of the tormentors asked Margaret Wilson what she thought of that sight.


  “What do I see?” was her reply. “I see Christ in one of His members wrestling there. Think ye that we are sufferers? No! it is Christ in us; for He sends none a warfare on his own charges.”


  These were her last words as she was pushed over the bank, and, like her companion, forcibly held, down with a halbert. Before she was quite suffocated, however, Winram ordered her to be dragged out, and, when able to speak, she was asked if she would pray for the King.


  “I wish the salvation of all men,” she replied, “and the damnation of none.”


  “Dear Margaret,” urged a bystander in a voice of earnest entreaty, “say ‘God save the King,’ say ‘God save the King.’”


  “God save him if He will,” she replied. “It is his salvation I desire.”


  “She has said it! she has said it!” cried the pitying bystanders eagerly.


  “That won’t do,” cried the Laird of Lagg, coming forward at the moment, uttering a coarse oath; “let her take the test-oaths.”


  As this meant the repudiation of the Covenants and the submission of her conscience to the King—to her mind inexcusable sin—the martyr firmly refused to obey. She was immediately thrust back into the water, and in a few minutes more her heroic soul was with her God and Saviour.


  The truth of this story—like that of John Brown of Priesthill, though attested by a letter of Claverhouse himself (See Dr Cunningham’s History of the Church of Scotland, volume two, page 239.)—has been called in question, and the whole affair pronounced a myth! We have no space for controversy, but it is right to add that if it be a myth, the records of the Kirk-sessions of Kirkinner and Penninghame—which exist, and in which it is recorded—must also be mythical. The truth is, that both stories have been elaborately investigated by men of profound learning and unquestionable capacity, and the truth of them proved “up to the hilt.”


  As to Graham of Claverhouse—there are people, we believe, who would whitewash the devil if he were only to present himself with a dashing person and a handsome face! But such historians as Macaulay, McCrie, McKenzie, and others, refuse to whitewash Claverhouse. Even Sir Walter Scott—who was very decidedly in sympathy with the Cavaliers—says of him in Old Mortality: “He was the unscrupulous agent of the Scottish Privy Council in executing the merciless seventies of the Government in Scotland during the reigns of Charles the Second and James the Second;” and his latest apologist candidly admits that “it is impossible altogether to acquit Claverhouse of the charges laid to his account.” We are inclined to ask, with some surprise, Why should he wish to acquit him? But Claverhouse himself, as if in prophetic cynicism, writes his own condemnation as to character thus: “In any service I have been in, I never inquired further in the laws than the orders of my superior officer.” An appropriate motto for a “soldier of fortune,” which might be abbreviated and paraphrased into “Stick at nothing!”


  Coupling all this with the united testimony of tradition, and nearly all ancient historians, we can only wonder at the prejudice of those who would still weave a chaplet for the brow of “Bonnie Dundee.”


  Turning now from the south-west of Scotland, we direct attention to the eastern seaboard of Kincardine, where, perched like a sea-bird on the weatherbeaten cliffs, stands the stronghold of Dunnottar Castle.


  Down in the dungeons of that rugged pile lies our friend Andrew Black, very different from the man whose fortunes we have hitherto followed. Care, torment, disease, hard usage, long confinement, and desperate anxiety have graven lines on his face that nothing but death can smooth out. Wildly-tangled hair, with a long shaggy beard and moustache, render him almost unrecognisable. Only the old unquenchable fire of his eye remains; also the kindliness of his old smile, when such a rare visitant chances once again to illuminate his worn features. Years of suffering had he undergone, and there was now little more than skin and bone of him left to undergo more.


  “Let me hae a turn at the crack noo,” he said, coming forward to a part of the foul miry dungeon where a crowd of male and female prisoners were endeavouring to inhale a little fresh air through a crevice in the wall. “I’m fit to choke for want o’ a breath o’ caller air.”


  As he spoke a groan from a dark corner attracted his attention. At once forgetting his own distress, he went to the place and discovered one of the prisoners, a young man, with his head pillowed on a stone, and mire some inches deep for his bed.


  “Eh, Sandy, are ye sae far gane?” asked Black, kneeling beside him in tender sympathy.


  “Oh, Andry, man—for a breath o’ fresh air before I dee!”


  “Here! ane o’ ye,” cried Black, “help me to carry Sandy to the crack. Wae’s me, man,” he added in a lower voice, “I could hae carried you ye wi’ my pirlie ance, but I’m little stronger than a bairn noo.”


  Sandy was borne to the other side of the dungeon, and his head put close to the crevice, through which he could see the white ripples on the summer sea far below.


  A deep inspiration seemed for a moment to give new life—then a prolonged sigh, and the freed happy soul swept from the dungeons of earth to the realms of celestial, light and liberty.


  “He’s breathin’ the air o’ Paradise noo,” said Black, as he assisted to remove the dead man from the opening which the living were so eager to reach.


  “Ye was up in the ither dungeon last night,” he said, turning to the man who had aided him; “what was a’ the groans an’ cries aboot?”


  “Torturin’ the puir lads that tried to escape,” answered the man with a dark frown.


  “Hm! I thoucht as muckle. They were gey hard on them, I dar’say?”


  “They were that! Ye see, the disease that’s broke oot amang them—whatever it is—made some o’ them sae desprit that they got through the wundy that looks to the sea an’ creepit alang the precipice. It was a daft-like thing to try in the daylight; but certain death would hae been their lot, I suspec’, if they had ventured on a precipice like that i’ the dark. Some women washin’ doon below saw them and gied the alarm. The gairds cam’, the hue and cry was raised, the yetts were shut and fifteen were catched an’ brought back—but twenty-five got away. My heart is wae for the fifteen. They were laid on their backs on benches; their hands were bound doon to the foot o’ the forms, an’ burnin’ matches were putt atween every finger, an’ the sodgers blew on them to keep them alight. The governor, ye see, had ordered this to gang on withoot stoppin’ for three oors! Some o’ the puir fallows were deid afore the end o’ that time, an’ I’m thinkin’ the survivors’ll be crippled for life.”


  While listening to the horrible tale Andrew Black resolved on an attempt to escape that very night.


  “Wull ye gang wi’ me?” he asked of the only comrade whom he thought capable of making the venture; but the comrade shook his head. “Na,” he said, “I’ll no’ try. They’ve starved me to that extent that I’ve nae strength left. I grow dizzy at the vera thoucht. But d’ye think the wundy’s big enough to let ye through?”


  “Oo ay,” returned Black with a faint smile. “I was ower stoot for’t ance, but it’s an ill wund that blaws nae guid. Stervation has made me thin enough noo.”


  That night, when all—even the harassed prisoners—in Dunnottar Castle were asleep, except the sentinels, the desperate man forced himself with difficulty through the very small window of the dungeon. It was unbarred, because, opening out on the face of an almost sheer precipice, it was thought that nothing without wings could escape from it. Black, however, had been accustomed to precipices from boyhood. He had observed a narrow ledge just under the window, and hoped that it might lead to something. Just below it he could see another and narrower ledge. What was beyond that he knew not—and did not much care!


  Once outside, with his breast pressed against the wall of rock, he passed along pretty quickly, considering that he could not see more than a few yards before him. But presently he came to the end of the ledge, and by no stretching out of foot or hand could he find another projection of any kind. He had now to face the great danger of sliding down to the lower ledge, and his heart beat audibly against his ribs as he gazed into the profound darkness below. Indecision was no part of Andrew Black’s character. Breathing a silent prayer for help and deliverance, he sat down on the ledge with his feet overhanging the abyss. For one moment he reconsidered his position. Behind him were torture, starvation, prolonged misery, and almost certain death. Below was perhaps instantaneous death, or possible escape.


  He pushed off, again commending his soul to God, and slid down. For an instant destruction seemed inevitable, but next moment his heels struck the lower ledge and he remained fast. With an earnest “Thank God!” he began to creep along. The ledge conducted him to safer ground, and in another quarter of an hour he was free!


  To get as far and as quickly as possible from Dunnottar was now his chief aim. He travelled at his utmost speed till daybreak, when he crept into a dry ditch, and, overcome by fatigue, forgot his sorrow in profound unbroken slumber. Rising late in the afternoon, he made his way to a cottage and begged for bread. They must have suspected what he was and where he came from, but they were friendly, for they gave him a loaf and a few pence without asking questions.


  Thus he travelled by night and slept by day till he made his way to Edinburgh, which he entered one evening in the midst of a crowd of people, and went straight to Candlemaker Row.


  Mrs Black, Mrs Wallace, Jean Black, and poor Agnes Wilson were in the old room when a tap was heard at the door, which immediately opened, and a gaunt, dishevelled, way-worn man appeared. Mrs Black was startled at first, for the man, regardless of the other females, advanced towards her. Then sudden light seemed to flash in her eyes as she extended both hands.


  “Mither!” was all that Andrew could say as he grasped them, fell on his knees, and, with a profound sigh, laid his head upon her lap.
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  Chapter Twelve.


  The Darkest Hour before the Dawn.


  



  Many months passed away, during which Andrew Black, clean-shaved, brushed-up, and converted into a very respectable, ordinary-looking artisan, carried on the trade of a turner, in an underground cellar in one of the most populous parts of the Cowgate. Lost in the crowd was his idea of security. And he was not far wrong. His cellar had a way of escape through a back door. Its grated window, under the level of the street, admitted light to his whirling lathe, but, aided by dirt on the glass, it baffled the gaze of the curious.


  His evenings were spent in Candlemaker Row, where, seated by the window with his mother, Mrs Wallace, and the two girls, he smoked his pipe and commented on Scotland’s woes while gazing across the tombs at the glow in the western sky. Ramblin’ Peter—no longer a beardless boy, but a fairly well-grown and good-looking youth—was a constant visitor at the Row. Aggie Wilson had taught him the use of his tongue, but Peter was not the man to use it in idle flirtation—nor Aggie the girl to listen if he had done so. They had both seen too much of the stern side of life to condescend on trifling.


  Once, by a superhuman effort, and with an alarming flush of the countenance, Peter succeeded in stammering a declaration of his sentiments. Aggie, with flaming cheeks and downcast eyes, accepted the declaration, and the matter was settled; that was all, for the subject had rushed upon both of them, as it were, unexpectedly, and as they were in the public street at the time and the hour was noon, further demonstration might have been awkward.


  Thereafter they were understood to be “keeping company.” But they were a grave couple. If an eavesdropper had ventured to listen, sober talk alone would have repaid the sneaking act, and, not unfrequently, reference would have been heard in tones of deepest pathos to dreadful scenes that had occurred on the shores of the Solway, or sorrowful comments on the awful fate of beloved friends who had been banished to “the plantations.”


  One day Jean—fair-haired, blue-eyed, pensive Jean—was seated in the cellar with her uncle. She had brought him his daily dinner in a tin can, and he having just finished it, was about to resume his work while the niece rose to depart. Time had transformed Jean from a pretty girl into a beautiful woman, but there was an expression of profound melancholy on her once bright face which never left it now, save when a passing jest called up for an instant a feeble reminiscence of the sweet old smile.


  “Noo, Jean, awa’ wi’ ye. I’ll never get thae parritch-sticks feenished if ye sit haverin’ there.”


  Something very like the old smile lighted up Jean’s face as she rose, and with a “weel, good-day, uncle,” left the cellar to its busy occupant.


  Black was still at work, and the shadows of evening were beginning to throw the inner end of the cellar into gloom, when the door slowly opened and a man entered stealthily. The unusual action, as well as the appearance of the man, caused Black to seize hold of a heavy piece of wood that leaned against his lathe. The thought of being discovered and sent back to Dunnottar, or hanged, had implanted in our friend a salutary amount of caution, though it had not in the slightest degree affected his nerve or his cool promptitude in danger. He had deliberately made up his mind to remain quiet as long as he should be let alone, but if discovered, to escape or die in the attempt.


  The intruder was a man of great size and strength, but as he seemed to be alone, Black quietly leaned the piece of wood against the lathe again in a handy position.


  “Ye seem to hae been takin’ lessons frae the cats lately, to judge from yer step,” said Black. “Shut the door, man, behint ye. There’s a draft i’ this place that’ll be like to gie ye the rheumatiz.”


  The man obeyed, and, advancing silently, stood before the lathe. There was light enough to reveal the fact that his countenance was handsome, though bronzed almost to the colour of mahogany, while the lower part of it was hidden by a thick beard and a heavy moustache.


  Black, who began to see that the strange visitor had nothing of the appearance of one sent to arrest him, said, in a half-humorous, remonstrative tone—


  “Maybe ye’re a furriner, an’ dinna understan’ mainners, but it’s as weel to tell ye that I expec’ men to tak’ aff their bannets when they come into my hoose.”


  Without speaking the visitor removed his cap. Black recognised him in an instant.


  “Wull Wallace!” he gasped in a hoarse whisper, as he sprang forward and laid violent hands on his old friend. “Losh, man! are my een leein’? is’t possable? Can this be you?”


  “Yes, thank God, it is indeed—”


  He stopped short, for Andrew, albeit unaccustomed, like most of his countrymen, to give way to ebullitions of strong feeling, threw his long arms around his friend and fairly hugged him. He did not, indeed, condescend on a Frenchman’s kiss, but he gave him a stage embrace and a squeeze that was worthy of a bear.


  “Your force is not much abated, I see—or rather, feel,” said Will Wallace, when he was released.


  “Abated!” echoed Black, “it’s little need, in thae awfu’ times. But, man, your force has increased, if I’m no mista’en.”


  “Doubtless—it is natural, after having toiled with the slaves in Barbadoes for so many years. The work was kill or cure out there. But tell me—my mother—and yours?”


  “Oh, they’re baith weel and hearty, thank the Lord,” answered Black. “But what for d’ye no speer after Jean?” he added in a somewhat disappointed tone.


  “Because I don’t need to. I’ve seen her already, and know that she is well.”


  “Seen her!” exclaimed Andrew in surprise.


  “Ay, you and Jean were seated alone at the little window in the Candlemaker Raw last night about ten o’clock, and I was standing by a tombstone in the Greyfriars Churchyard admiring you. I did not like to present myself just then, for fear of alarming the dear girl too much, and then I did not dare to come here to-day till the gloamin’. I only arrived yesterday.”


  “Weel, weel! The like o’ this bates a’. Losh man! I hope it’s no a dream. Nip me, man, to mak sure. Sit doon, sit doon, an’ let’s hear a’ aboot it.”


  The story was a long one. Before it was quite finished the door was gently opened, and Jean Black herself entered. She had come, as was her wont every night, to walk home with her uncle.


  Black sprang up.


  “Jean, my wummin,” he said, hastily putting on his blue bonnet, “there’s no light eneuch for ye to be intryduced to my freend here, but ye can hear him if ye canna see him. I’m gaun oot to see what sort o’ a night it is. He’ll tak’ care o’ ye till I come back.”


  Without awaiting a reply he went out and shut the door, and the girl turned in some surprise towards the stranger.


  “Jean!” he said in a low voice, holding out both hands.


  Jean did not scream or faint. Her position in life, as well as her rough experiences, forbade such weakness, but it did not forbid—well, it is not our province to betray confidences! All we can say is, that when Andrew Black returned to the cellar, after a prolonged and no doubt scientific inspection of the weather, he found that the results of the interview had been quite satisfactory—eminently so!


  Need we say that there were rejoicing and thankful hearts in Candlemaker Row that night? We think not. If any of the wraiths of the Covenanters were hanging about the old churchyard, and had peeped in at the well-known back window about the small hours of the morning, they would have seen our hero, clasping his mother with his right arm and Jean with his left. He was encircled by an eager group—composed of Mrs Black and Andrew, Jock Bruce, Ramblin’ Peter, and Aggie Wilson—who listened to the stirring tale of his adventures, or detailed to him the not less stirring and terrible history of the long period that had elapsed since he was torn from them, as they had believed, for ever.


  Next morning Jean accompanied her lover to the workshop of her uncle, who had preceded them, as he usually went to work about daybreak.


  “Are ye no feared,” asked Jean, with an anxious look in her companion’s face, “that some of your auld enemies may recognise you? You’re so big and—and—” (she thought of the word handsome, but substituted) “odd-looking.”


  “There is little fear, Jean. I’ve been so long away that most of the people—the enemies at least—who knew me must have left; besides, my bronzed face and bushy beard form a sufficient disguise, I should think.”


  “I’m no sure o’ that,” returned the girl, shaking her head doubtfully; “an’ it seems to me that the best thing ye can do will be to gang to the workshop every mornin’ before it’s daylight. Have ye fairly settled to tak’ to Uncle Andrew’s trade?”


  “Yes. Last night he and I arranged it while you were asleep. I must work, you know, to earn my living, and there is no situation so likely to afford such effectual concealment. Bruce offered to take me on again, but the smiddy is too public, and too much frequented by soldiers. Ah, Jean! I fear that our wedding-day is a long way off yet, for, although I could easily make enough to support you in comfort if there were no difficulties to hamper me, there is not much chance of my making a fortune, as Andrew Black says, by turning parritch-sticks and peeries!”


  Wallace tried to speak lightly, but could not disguise a tone of despondency.


  “Your new King,” he continued, “seems as bad as the old one, if not worse. From all I hear he seems to have set his heart on bringing the country back again to Popery, and black will be the look-out if he succeeds in doing that. He has quarrelled, they say, with his bishops, and in his anger is carrying matters against them with a high hand. I fear that there is woe in store for poor Scotland yet.”


  “It may be so,” returned Jean sadly. “The Lord knows what is best; but He can make the wrath of man to praise Him. Perhaps,” she added, looking up with a solemn expression on her sweet face, “perhaps, like Quentin Dick an’ Margaret Wilson, you an’ I may never wed.”


  They had reached the east end of the Grassmarket as she spoke, and had turned into it before she observed that they were going wrong, but Wallace explained that he had been directed by Black to call on Ramblin’ Peter, who lived there, and procure from him some turning-tools. On the way they were so engrossed with each other that they did not at first observe the people hurrying towards the lower end of the market. Then they became aware that an execution was about to take place.


  “The old story,” muttered Wallace, while an almost savage scowl settled on his face.


  “Let us hurry by,” said Jean in a low tone. At the moment the unhappy man who was about to be executed raised his voice to speak, as was the custom in those times.


  Jean started, paused, and turned deadly pale.


  “I ken the voice,” she exclaimed.


  As the tones rose in strength she turned towards the gallows and almost dragged her companion after her in her eagerness to get near.


  “It’s Mr Renwick,” she said, “the dear servant o’ the Lord!”


  Wallace, on seeing her anxiety, elbowed his way through the crowd somewhat forcibly, and thus made way for Jean till they stood close under the gallows. It was a woeful sight in one sense, for it was the murder of a fair and goodly as well as godly man in the prime of life; yet it was a grand sight, inasmuch as it was a noble witnessing unto death for God and truth and justice in the face of prejudice, passion, and high-handed tyranny.


  The martyr had been trying to address the crowd for some time, but had been barbarously interrupted by the beating of drums. Just then a curate approached him and said, “Mr Renwick, own our King, and we will pray for you.”


  “It’s that scoundrel, the Reverend George Lawless,” murmured Wallace in a deep and bitter tone.


  “I am come here,” replied the martyr, “to bear my testimony against you, and all such as you are.”


  “Own our King, and pray for him, whatever ye say of us,” returned the curate.


  “I will discourse no more with you,” rejoined Renwick. “I am in a little to appear before Him who is King of kings and Lord of lords, who shall pour shame, contempt, and confusion on all the kings of the earth who have not ruled for Him.”


  After this Renwick—as was usual with the martyrs when about to finish their course—sang, read a portion of Scripture, and prayed, in the midst of considerable interruption from the drums. He also managed to address the spectators. Among the sentences that reached the ears of Jean and Wallace were the following:—


  “I am come here this day to lay down my life for adhering to the truths of Christ... I die as a Presbyterian Protestant... I own the Word of God as the rule of faith and manners... I leave my testimony against ... all encroachments made on Christ’s rights, who is the Prince of the kings of the earth.”


  The noise of the drums rendered his voice inaudible at this point, and the executioner, advancing, tied a napkin over his eyes. He was then ordered to go up the ladder. To a friend who stood by him he gave his last messages. Among them were the words—


  “Keep your ground, and the Lord will provide you teachers and ministers; and when He comes He will make these despised truths glorious in the earth.”


  His last words were— “Lord, into thy hands I commit my spirit; for thou hast redeemed me, Lord God of truth.”


  Thus fell the last, as it turned out, of the martyrs of the Covenants, on the 17th of February 1688. But it did not seem to Will Wallace that the storm of twenty-eight long years had almost blown over, as he glanced at the scowling brows and compressed lips of the upturned faces around him.


  “Come—come away, Jean,” he said quickly, as he felt the poor girl hang heavily on his arm, and observed the pallor of her face.


  “Ay, let’s gang hame,” she said faintly.


  As Will turned to go he encountered a face that was very familiar. The owner of it gazed at him inquiringly. It was that of his old comrade in arms, Glendinning. Stooping over his companion as if to address her, Wallace tried to conceal his face and pushed quickly through the crowd. Whether Glendinning had recognised him or not, he could not be sure, but from that day forward he became much more careful in his movements, went regularly to his work with Andrew Black before daylight, and did not venture to return each night till after dark. It was a weary and irksome state of things, but better—as Black sagaciously remarked—than being imprisoned on the Bass Rock or shut up in Dunnottar Castle. But the near presence of Jean Black had, no doubt, more to do with the resignation of our hero to his position than the fear of imprisonment.


  As time passed, things in the political horizon looked blacker than ever. The King began to show himself more and more in his true colours—as one who had thoroughly made up his mind to rule as an absolute monarch and to reclaim the kingdom to Popery. Among other things he brought troops over from Ireland to enforce his will, some of his English troops having made it abundantly plain that they could not be counted on to obey the mandates of one who wished to arrogate to himself unlimited power, and showed an utter disregard of the rights of the people. Indeed, on all hands the King’s friends began to forsake him, and even his own children fell away from him at last.


  Rumours of these things, more or less vague, had been reaching Edinburgh from time to time, causing uneasiness in the minds of some and hope in the hearts of others.


  One night the usual party of friends had assembled to sup in the dwelling of Mrs Black. It was the Sabbath. Wallace and Black had remained close all day—with the exception of an hour before daylight in the morning when they had gone out for exercise. It was one of those dreary days not unknown to Auld Reekie, which are inaugurated with a persistent drizzle, continued with a “Scotch mist,” and dismissed with an even down-pour. Yet it was by no means a dismal day to our friends of Candlemaker Row. They were all more or less earnestly religious as well as intellectual, so that intercourse in reference to the things of the Kingdom of God, and reading the Word, with a free-and-easy commentary by Mrs Black and much acquiescence on the part of Mrs Wallace, and occasional disputations between Andrew and Bruce, kept them lively and well employed until supper-time.


  The meal had just been concluded when heavy footfalls were heard on the stair outside, and in another moment there was a violent knocking at the door. The men sprang up, and instinctively grasped the weapons that came first to hand. Wallace seized the poker—a new and heavy one—Andrew the shovel, and Jock Bruce the tongs, while Ramblin’ Peter possessed himself of a stout rolling-pin. Placing themselves hastily in front of the women, who had drawn together and retreated to a corner, they stood on the defensive while Mrs Black demanded to know who knocked so furiously “on a Sabbath nicht.”


  Instead of answering, the visitors burst the door open, and half-a-dozen of the town-guard sprang in and levelled their pikes.


  “Yield yourselves!” cried their leader. “I arrest you in the King’s name!”


  But the four men showed no disposition to yield, and the resolute expression of their faces induced their opponents to hesitate.


  “I ken o’ nae King in this realm,” said Andrew Black in a deep stern voice, “an’ we refuse to set oor necks under the heel o’ a usurpin’ tyrant.”


  “Do your duty, men,” said a man who had kept in the background, but who now stepped to the front.


  “Ha! this is your doing, Glendinning,” exclaimed Wallace, who recognised his old comrade. The sergeant had obviously been promoted, for he wore the costume of a commissioned officer.


  “Ay, I have an auld score to settle wi’ you, Wallace, an’ I hope to see you an’ your comrades swing in the Grassmarket before lang.”


  “Ye’ll niver see that, my man,” said Black, as he firmly grasped the shovel. “Ye ha’ena gotten us yet, an’ it’s my opeenion that you an’ your freends’ll be in kingdom-come before we swing, if ye try to tak’ us alive. Oot o’ this hoose, ye scoondrels!”


  So saying, Black made a spring worthy of a royal Bengal tiger, turned aside the pike of the foremost man, and brought the shovel down on his iron headpiece with such force that he was driven back into the passage or landing, and fell prostrate. Black was so ably and promptly seconded by his stalwart comrades that the room was instantly cleared. Glendinning, driven back by an irresistible blow from the rolling-pin, tripped over the fallen man and went headlong down the winding stairs, at the bottom of which he lay dead, with his neck broken by the fall.


  But the repulse thus valiantly effected did not avail them much, for the leader of the guard had reinforcements below, which he now called up. Before the door could be shut these swarmed into the room and drove the defenders back into their corner. The leader hesitated, however, to give the order to advance on them, partly, it may be, because he wished to induce submission and thus avoid bloodshed, and partly, no doubt, because of the terrible aspect of the four desperate men, who, knowing that the result of their capture would be almost certain death, preceded by imprisonment, and probably torture, had evidently made up their minds to fight to the death.


  At that critical moment a quick step was heard upon the stair, and the next moment the Reverend Frank Selby entered the room.


  “Just in time, I see,” he said in a cool nonchalant manner that was habitual to him. “I think, sir,” he added, turning to the leader of the guard, “that it may be as well to draw off your men and return to the guard-room.”


  “I’ll do that,” retorted the man sharply, “when I receive orders from my superiors. Just now I’ll do my duty.”


  “Of course you will do what is right, my good sir,” replied the Reverend Frank; “yet I venture to think you will regret neglecting my advice, which, allow me to assure you, is given in quite a friendly and disinterested spirit. I have just left the precincts of the Council Chamber, where I was told by a friend in office that the Councillors have been thrown into a wild and excusable state of alarm by the news that William, Prince of Orange, who, perhaps you may know, is James’s son-in-law and nephew, has landed in Torbay with 15,000 Dutchmen. He comes by invitation of the nobles and clergy of the kingdom to take possession of the Crown which our friend James has forfeited, and James himself has fled to France—one of the few wise things of which he has ever been guilty. It is further reported that the panic-stricken Privy Council here talks of throwing open all the prison-doors in Edinburgh, after which it will voluntarily dissolve itself. If it could do so in prussic acid or some chemical solvent suited to the purpose, its exit would be hailed as all the more appropriate. Meanwhile, I am of opinion that all servants of the Council would do well to retire into as much privacy as possible, and then maintain a careful look-out for squalls.”


  Having delivered this oration to the gaping guard, the Reverend Frank crossed the room and went through the forbidden and dangerous performance of shaking hands heartily with the “rebels.”


  He was still engaged in this treasonable act, and the men of the town-guard had not yet recovered from their surprise, when hurrying footsteps were again heard on the stair, and a man of the town-guard sprang into the room, went to his chief, and whispered in his ear. The result was, that, with a countenance expressing mingled surprise and anxiety, the officer led his men from the scene, and left the long-persecuted Covenanters in peace.


  “Losh, man! div ’ee railly think the news can be true?” asked Andrew Black, after they had settled down and heard it all repeated.


  “Indeed I do,” said the Reverend Frank earnestly, “and I thank God that a glorious Revolution seems to have taken place, and hope that the long, long years of persecution are at last drawing to a close.”


  And Frank Selby was right. The great Revolution of 1688, which set William and Mary on the throne, also banished the tyrannical and despotic house of Stuart for ever; opened the prison gates to the Covenanters; restored to some extent the reign of justice and mercy; crushed, if it did not kill, the heads of Popery and absolute power, and sent a great wave of praise and thanksgiving over the whole land. Prelacy was no longer forced upon Scotland. The rights and liberties of the people were secured, and the day had at last come which crowned the struggles and sufferings of half a century. As Mrs Black remarked—


  “Surely the blood o’ the martyrs has not been shed in vain!”
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  But what of the fortunes of those whose adventures we have followed so long? Whatever they were, the record has not been written, yet we have been told by a man whose name we may not divulge, but who is an unquestionable authority on the subject, that soon after the persecution about which we have been writing had ceased, a farmer of the name of Black settled down among the “bonnie hills of Galloway,” not far from the site of the famous Communion stones on Skeoch Hill, where he took to himself a wife; that another farmer, a married man named Wallace, went and built a cottage and settled there on a farm close beside Black; that a certain R. Peter became shepherd to the farmer Black, and, with his wife, served him faithfully all the days of his life; that the families of these men were very large, the men among them being handsome and stalwart, the women modest and beautiful, and that all of them were loyal subjects and earnest, enthusiastic Covenanters. It has been also said, though we do not vouch for the accuracy of the statement, that in the Kirk-session books of the neighbouring kirk of Irongray there may be found among the baptisms such names as Andrew Wallace and Will Black, Quentin Dick Black, and Jock Bruce Wallace; also an Aggie, a Marion, and an Isabel Peter, besides several Jeans scattered among the three families.


  It has likewise been reported, on reliable authority, that the original Mr Black, whose Christian name was Andrew, was a famous teller of stories and narrator of facts regarding the persecution of the Covenanters, especially of the awful killing-time, when the powers of darkness were let loose on the land to do their worst, and when the blood of Scotland’s martyrs flowed like water.


  Between 1661, when the Marquis of Argyll was beheaded, and 1668, when James Renwick suffered, there were murdered for the cause of Christ and Christian liberty about 18,000 noble men and women, some of whom were titled, but the most of whom were unknown to earthly fame. It is a marvellous record of the power of God; and well may we give all honour to the martyr band while we exclaim with the “Ayrshire Elder”:—


  
    “O for the brave true hearts of old,

        That bled when the banner perished!

    O for the faith that was strong in death—

        The faith that our fathers cherished.

     

    “The banner might fall, but the spirit lived,

        And liveth for evermore;

    And Scotland claims as her noblest names

        The Covenant men of yore.”


  


  



  The End.
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  Chapter One.


  The Norsemen in the West; Or America before Columbus.


  



  The Curtain Rises and the Play Begins.


  



  One fine autumn evening, between eight and nine hundred years ago, two large hairy creatures, bearing some resemblance to polar bears, might have been seen creeping slowly, and with much caution, toward the summit of a ridge that formed a spur to one of the ice-clad mountains of Greenland. The creatures went on all-fours. They had long bodies, short legs, shorter tails, and large round heads.


  Having gained the top of the ridge they peeped over and beheld a hamlet nestled at the foot of a frowning cliff; and at the head of a smiling inlet. We use these terms advisedly, because the cliff, being in deep shadow, looked unusually black and forbidding, while the inlet, besides being under the influence of a profound calm, was lit up on all its dimples by the rays of the setting sun.


  The hamlet consisted of one large cottage and half a dozen small cots, besides several sheds and enclosures wherein were a few sleepy-looking sheep, some lean cattle, and several half-starved horses. There was active life there also. Smoke issued from the chimneys; fresh-looking women busied themselves about household work; rosy children tumbled in and out at the doors, while men in rough garments and with ruddy countenances mended nets or repaired boats on the shore. On a bench in front of the principal cottage sat a sturdy man, scarcely middle-aged, with shaggy fair and flowing locks. His right foot served as a horse to a rapturous little boy, whose locks and looks were so like to those of the man that their kinship was obvious—only the man was rugged and rough in exterior; the boy was round and smooth. Tow typified the hair of the man; floss silk that of the boy.


  Everything in and around the hamlet bore evidence of peace and thrift. It was a settlement of Norsemen—the first Greenland settlement, established by Eric the Red of Iceland about the year 986—nearly twenty years before the date of the opening of our tale—and the hairy creatures above referred to had gone there to look at it.


  Having gazed very intently over the ridge for a considerable time, they crept backwards with extreme caution, and, on getting sufficiently far down the hill-side to be safe from observation, rose on their hind-legs and began to talk; from which circumstance it may be concluded that they were human beings. After talking, grinning, and glaring at each other for a few minutes, with gestures to correspond, as though on the point of engaging in mortal combat, they suddenly wheeled about and walked off at a rapid pace in the direction of a gorge in the mountains, the head of which was shut in by and filled up with cliffs and masses and fields of ice that overtopped the everlasting hills, and rested like a white crest on the blue sky. Vast though it seemed, this was merely a tongue of those great glaciers of the mysterious North which have done, and are still doing, so much to modify the earth’s economy and puzzle antiquarian philosophy; which form the fountain-head of influences that promote the circulation of the great deep, and constitute the cradle of those ponderous icebergs that cover the arctic seas.


  From out that gloomy gorge a band of more than a hundred hairy creatures issued with wild shouts and upraised arms to welcome back the adventurous two. They surrounded them, and forthwith the nation—for the entire nation was evidently there—held a general assembly or parliament on the spot. There was a good deal of uproar and confusion in that parliament, with occasional attempts on the part of several speakers to obtain a hearing at one and the same time—in which respects this parliament bore some resemblance to civilised assemblies of the present day. There was also an immense amount of gesticulation and excitement.


  At last there uprose a man clad in garments that had once belonged to a seal, and with a face that was quite as round and nearly as flat as a frying-pan. He stood fully half a foot higher than the tallest of his fellows. Like the adventurous two he had a tail—a very short tail—to his coat; but indeed this might be said of all the men of the tribe. The women’s tails, however, were long. Perhaps this was meant as a mark of distinction, for their costume was so very similar to that of the men that their smaller size and longer tails alone marked the difference. To be sure there was additional presumptive evidence of their sex in the fact that most of them carried babies in their hoods; which hoods were made preposterously large for the express purpose of containing the babies.


  To the tall man with the flat face the assembly listened with eager looks, bated breath, and open mouths. What he said—who can tell? His language was unintelligible to civilised ears. Not so, however, his actions, which were vigorous and full of meaning, and comprehensible by all nations. If there be any significance in signs at all he began by saying, “Hold your stupid tongues and I will speak.” This drew forth loud and prolonged applause—as consummate impudence usually does. When he pointed with both hands to the women and children, and spoke in tender tones, instantly thereafter growling in his speech, gnashing his teeth, glaring fiercely, waving one hand at the surrounding hills and shaking the other, clenched, at the unoffending sea—he was obviously stating his grievances, namely, that the white men had come there to wrest from him his native hills and glaciers, and rob him of his wife and children, and that he defied them to come on and do their worst, seeing that, in regard to the whole assembled white world in arms he did not care a button—or a walrus-tusk, for buttons were unknown to these creatures at that time. When, suddenly changing his manner and tone, he seized a spear, hissed his sentiments through his teeth with great volubility, and made a furious plunge that caused the assembly to gasp, and the man nearest the spear point to shrivel up—what could be his meaning save that nothing short of a hole right through the body of a Norseman could appease the spirit of indignation that caused his blood to boil? And when, finally, he pointed to the setting sun, traced a line with his finger from it downward to the centre of the earth under his feet, then shook his spear wrathfully toward the sea and wound up with a tremendous Ho! that would have startled the echoes of the place had there been any there, it was plain to the meanest capacity that an attack—impetuous and overwhelming—was to be made on the strangers at midnight.


  Whatever were his sentiments, the assembly heartily appreciated, applauded, and approved them. They cheered and shouted “Hear, hear,” after their own fashion, and then the whole band rushed back into the mountain gorge,—doubtless with the intent to gorge themselves with raw blubber, prepare their weapons, and snatch a little repose before issuing forth to battle.


  But let us return to the Norsemen, over whose innocent heads such awful prospects were impending.


  The sturdy man with the fair shaggy locks was Leif, the son of Eric the Red of Iceland. The boy with the silken curls, who rode on his foot so joyously, was his son Olaf.


  Eric had died several years before the date on which our tale opens, and Leif inherited his cottage and property at Brattalid in Ericsfiord, on the west coast of Greenland—the hamlet which we have already described.


  “Come now, Olaf,” said Leif, flinging the child from his foot to his knee, and thence to the ground, “give me your hand; we shall go see how the boats and nets get on.—Hey! there goes a puff of wind. We shall have more presently.” He paused and scanned the seaward horizon with that intent abstracted gaze which is peculiar to seafaring men. So long did he gaze, and so earnestly, that the child looked up in his face with an expression of surprise, and then at the horizon, where a dark blue line indicated the approach of a breeze.


  “What do you see, father?” asked Olaf.


  “Methinks I see two ships,” replied Leif.


  At this there came a sweet musical voice from the cottage:— “Ships, brother! Did I not tell you that I had a dream about two ships, and said I not that I was sure something was going to happen?”


  The speaker appeared in the doorway, drying her hands and arms on a towel,—for she had been washing dishes. She was a fair comely young woman, with exceedingly deep blue eyes, and a bright colour in her cheeks,—for women of the richer class were remarkably healthy and well-made in those days. They did a great deal of hard work with their hands, hence their arms were strong and well developed without losing anything of their elegance.


  “You are always dreaming, widow Gudrid,” said Leif, with a quiet smile,—for he was no believer in dreams or superstitions, in which respect he differed much from the men and women of his time; “nevertheless, I am bound to admit that you did tell me that ‘something’ was going to happen, and no one can deny that something is about to occur just now. But your dream happened a month or six weeks ago, and the ‘something,’ which you are pleased to assume is these two ships, is only happening to-day. See, now, I can be a more definite prophet than thou: I will prophesy that Yule is coming,—and it will surely come if you only wait long enough!”


  “You are an unbeliever, brother-in-law,” retorted Gudrid, with a laugh; “but I have not time to reason with you. These ships will bring strangers, and I must prepare to show them hospitality.—Come, Olaf, help me to put the house in order.”


  Thus summoned, Olaf followed Gudrid into the house with alacrity, for he was passionately fond of his pretty aunt, who stood in the place of a mother to him, his own mother having died when he was an infant.


  “But, aunt,” said Olaf, checking himself in the doorway and looking wistfully back, “I want to see the ships come in.”


  “You shall see that, my son; I will not keep you too long.”


  This was quite sufficient. Olaf thoroughly believed in his aunt’s truthfulness and wisdom. He set to work to assist in clearing away the confusion—part of which, in the shape of toys and chips—was of his own creating—and became so busy that he almost forgot the ships—at least if he did remember them they did not weigh heavily on his mind.


  “Now, Olaf,” said Gudrid, going to the window when the preparations were nearly completed, “you may run down to the shore, for the ships will soon be on the strand.”


  The boy waited no second bidding, you may be sure. He flew out of the house, and to his great surprise beheld the two ships—which so lately had appeared like sea-birds on the horizon—coming grandly up the fiord, their great square sails bulging out before a smart breeze.


  All the men of the little colony were assembled on the shore—all, at least, who chanced to be at home at the time; but many of the inhabitants were absent—some fishing, some gone to Iceland, and others on viking-cruise. There were probably about thirty men on the sands, besides a good many women and children.


  It must not be supposed, however, that this was the whole of that Greenland colony. It was only the part of it that had settled at Brattalid in Ericsfiord. There was another portion, a few miles distant, named Heriulfness, nearly as large as that of Ericsfiord, which had been founded by Heriulf a friend and companion of Eric the Red. Heriulf had soon followed his friend Eric to the grave, leaving the management of the colony of Heriulfness to his son Biarne.


  Biarne had not been present when the two sails were first observed, but he chanced to come over to Brattalid just before their arrival.


  “What, ho! Biarne,” shouted Leif, as the son of Heriulf went down to the beach, “come up hither.”


  Leif stood on an elevated rock apart, and Biarne, a good deal excited, went up to him.


  “Why, what ails thee?” asked Leif.


  “Nothing,” replied Biarne, “but I think I know whose ship that first one is.”


  “Ay! is it the ship of a friend or a foe?”


  “A friend,” replied Biarne—“at least he was a friend when I knew him in Norway, nigh twenty summers past, and I did not think him changeable. You and I, Leif, have often sailed these northern seas together and apart, but I do not think that in all our wanderings either of us has met before or since a finer man than Karlsefin, though he was a mere stripling when I knew him.”


  The Norseman’s eyes flashed as he spoke of his friend, for, besides being a strong and handsome man, he possessed a warm enthusiastic heart. Indeed, he had been noted in the settlement for the strength of his affection for his father Heriulf, and his dutiful conduct towards him as long as the old man lived.


  “Karlsefin,” repeated Leif, musing; “I know him not.”


  “Yet he knows you,” said Biarne; “when I met him in Norway I told him all about your discovery of Vinland.”


  “Nay, thine own discovery of it,” said Leif.


  “Not so,” replied the other, with a blush, in which a frown mingled; “I did but look upon the land—you went ashore and took possession.”


  “Well, if I did so I have not retained it,” replied Leif, with a laugh; “but say, how know you that this is Karlsefin’s ship?”


  “I know by the cut of her figure-head and the colour of her sails. Karlsefin was always partial to stripes of white and blue.”


  “Well, it may be as you say; we shall soon know.” Thus saying, Leif descended to the beach as the vessels approached and ran their keels straight on the sandy shores of the bay. There was great bustle on board, and there were many men, besides some women, who could be seen looking over the bulwarks with keen interest, while Leif’s men brought planks with which to make a gangway from the ship to the shore.


  The ships which had thus come to Greenland were of the quaint build peculiar to the Norse vessels of those days—a peculiarity of build, by the way, which has not altogether disappeared, for to this day the great central mast, huge square sail, and high prow may be seen in the fiords of Norway.


  Each of the vessels which now lay beached in Ericsfiord had a high forecastle and poop, with figure-heads on stem and stern-posts that towered higher still. The ships were only half-decked, with benches for numerous rowers, and each had a crew of sixty men.


  When the gangway was laid to the leading ship the first man who descended to the shore was of striking appearance. It was not so much that he was tall and strong enough to have been a worthy foeman to the stoutest colonist in Ericsfiord, as that his demeanour was bland and courtly, while there was great intellectuality in his dark handsome countenance. Unlike most Norsemen, his hair and beard were black and close-curling, and his costume, though simple, was rich in quality.


  The moment he landed, Biarne stepped forward, exclaiming, “Karlsefin!”


  The stranger’s face lighted up with surprise and pleasure.


  “Biarne!” he said, seizing his hand, “I thought you were in Iceland.”


  “So I was, but now I am in Greenland, and right glad to be the first to welcome my friend.”


  Hereupon the two shook hands fervently; but, not content with this, they seized each other in an embrace, and their bearded mouths met with a hearty masculine smack that did credit to their hearts, and which it might have gratified the feelings of an affectionate walrus to behold.
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  Chapter Two.


  Strong Emotions are Succeeded by Supper, and Followed by Discussions on Discovery, which End in a Wild Alarm!


  



  When Karlsefin had been introduced to Leif Ericsson, the former turned round and presented to him and Biarne his friend Thorward, the captain of the other ship. Thorward was not a tall man, but was very broad and stout, and had a firm yet pleasing cast of countenance. Both Thorward and Karlsefin were men of about thirty-five years of age.


  “Are you not on viking-cruise?” asked Leif as they walked up to the house together, while the male members of his household and the men of the settlement assisted the crews to moor the ships.


  “No; my friend Thorward and I are not men of war. We prefer the peaceful occupation of the merchant, and, to say truth, it is not unprofitable.”


  “I would that more were of your way of thinking,” said Leif. “I do not love the bloody game of war, and glad am I that we have got into a quiet corner here in Greenland, where there is small occasion for it. Biarne, too, is of our way of thinking, as no doubt you already know.”


  “He has often told me so, and, if I mistake not, has feathered his nest well by merchanting.”


  “He has,” answered Biarne for himself, with a laugh.


  While they thus advanced, talking, little Olaf had kept walking in front of the tall stranger, looking up into his face with unbounded admiration. He had never before seen any man so magnificent. His father and Biarne, whom he had hitherto regarded as perfect specimens of mankind, were quite eclipsed. Looking backward and walking forward is an unsafe process at any time. So Olaf found it on the present occasion, for he tripped over a stone and in falling hit his little nose with such violence that it soon became a big nose, and bled profusely.


  Karlsefin picked him up and set him on his legs. “My poor boy, don’t cry,” he said.


  “No fear of him crying,” observed Leif; “he never cries,—save when his feelings are hurt. When you touch these he is addicted to blubbering.—Run, lad, and Gudrid will wash you.”


  Olaf bounded into the house, where he was carried off to a sleeping-room and there carefully sponged by the sympathetic Gudrid. “Oh!—” he exclaimed, while his face was being washed.


  “Does it pain you much, dear?” said the pretty aunt, interrupting him.


  “Oh!” he continued, enthusiastically, “I never did see such a splendid man before.”


  “What splendid man, child?”


  “Why, Karlsefin.”


  “And who is Karlsefin?”


  “The stranger who has come across the sea from Norway.”


  “Indeed,” said Gudrid.


  Whether it was the sound of the stranger’s voice in the adjoining room, or anxiety to complete her hospitable preparations, that caused Gudrid to bring her operations on Olaf to an abrupt termination, we cannot tell, but certain it is that she dried him rather quickly and hastened into the outer hall, where she was introduced to the two strangers in due form as widow Gudrid.


  She had no difficulty in distinguishing which was Olaf’s “splendid man!” She looked at Karlsefin and fell in love with him on the spot, but Gudrid was modest, and not sentimental. It is only your mawkishly sentimental people who are perpetually tumbling into love, and out of it, and can’t help showing it. Cupid shot her right through the heart with one powerful dart, and took her unawares too, but she did not show the smallest symptom of having been even grazed. She neither blushed nor stammered, nor looked conscious, nor affected to look unconscious. She was charmingly natural!


  But this was not all: Karlsefin also fell in love on the spot,—over head and ears and hair, and hat to boot; neither did he show sign of it! After the trifling ceremonies usual on an introduction were over, he turned to continue his conversation with Leif and paid no further attention to Gudrid, while she busied herself in preparing supper. It is true that he looked at her now and then, but of course he looked at everybody, now and then, in the course of the evening. Besides, it is well-known what is said about the rights of the feline species in reference to royalty. At supper Gudrid waited on the guests, Karlsefin therefore, necessarily paid her somewhat more attention in accepting her civilities, but Thorward was quite as attentive as he, so that the most sharp-witted match-maker in the world would have failed to note any symptom of anything whatever in regard to either of them.


  Gudrid felt this a little, for she was accustomed to admiration from the young men of Ericsfiord and Heriulfness, and, you know, people don’t like to want what they are accustomed to. What Karlsefin thought, he did not show and never mentioned, therefore we cannot tell.


  Now, good reader, pray do not run away with the notion that this love affair is the plot on which the story is to hinge! Nothing of the kind. It ran its course much more rapidly, and terminated much more abruptly, than you probably suppose—as the sequel will show.


  During supper there was not much conversation, for all were hungry, but afterwards, when cans of home-brewed ale were handed round, the tongues began to move. Leif soon observed that Karlsefin merely sipped his beer, but never once drank.


  “You do not drink,” he said, pushing a large silver tankard towards him; “come, fill up.”


  “Thanks, I drink but sparingly,” said Karlsefin, taking up the large tankard and admiring the workmanship.


  “In good sooth ye do,” cried Biarne, with a laugh; “a mouse could hardly slake his thirst with all that you have yet imbibed.”


  “I have been so long at sea,” rejoined Karlsefin, smiling, “that I have lost my relish for beer. We had nothing but water with us. Where got you this tankard, Leif, it is very massive and the workmanship such as one seldom meets with save in kings’ houses?”


  “It belonged to a king!” replied Leif, with a look of pride. “Good King Olaf Tryggvisson gave it to me on an occasion when I chanced to do him some small service. Many winters have passed since then.”


  “Indeed, Leif! then you must be a favourite with King Olaf,” exclaimed Karlsefin, “for I am the bearer of another gift to you from his royal hand.”


  “To me?”


  “Ay. Hearing that I meant to sail over to Greenland this summer, he asked me to bear you his remembrances, and gave me two slaves to present to you in token of his continued friendship.”


  Leif’s face beamed with satisfaction, and he immediately filled and quaffed a bumper of ale to King Olaf’s health, which example was followed by Biarne and the guests, as well as by the house-carls who sat on benches in various parts of the hall drinking their ale and listening to the conversation. Even little Olaf—who had been named after the king of Norway—filled his tankard to the brim with milk, and quaffed it off with a swagger that was worthy of a descendant of a long line of sea-kings, who could trace their lineage back to Odin himself.


  “The slaves,” continued Karlsefin, “are from the land of the Scots. Wouldst like to see a Scotsman, Gudrid?” he added, turning to the widow who sat near him.


  “I should like it much. I have heard of the Scots in Iceland. ’Tis said they are a well-favoured race, stout warriors, and somewhat fond of trading.”


  Leif and Biarne both laughed loud and long at this.


  “In good truth they are a stout race, and fight like very wild-cats, as Biarne and I can testify; as to their being well-favoured, there can be no question about that; though they are rather more rugged than the people farther south, and—yes, they are good traders, and exceedingly cautious men. They think well before they speak, and they speak slowly—sometimes they won’t speak at all. Ha! ha! Here, I drink to the land of the Scot. It is a grand good land, like our own dear old Norway.”


  “Brother-in-law,” exclaimed Gudrid, reproachfully, “do you forget that you are an Icelander?”


  “Forget!” exclaimed Leif, tossing back his yellow locks, and raising the tankard again to pledge his native land; “no, I shall only forget Iceland when I forget to live; but I don’t forget, also, that it is only about 130 years since my great-grandfather and his companions came over from Norway to Iceland. Before that it was an unpeopled rock in the Northern Sea, without name or history. (Iceland was colonised by Norsemen about the year 874.) ’Twas as little known then as Vinland is known now.”


  “By the way, Biarne,” said Karlsefin, turning to his friend, “the mention of Vinland reminds me that, when you and I met last, you did not give me a full account of that discovery, seeing that you omitted to mention your own share in it. Tell me how was it, and when and where was it? Nay, have I unintentionally touched on a sore point?” he added, on observing a slight shade of annoyance pass over Biarne’s usually cheerful countenance.


  “He is a little sore about it,” said Leif, laughing. “Come, Biarne, don’t be thin-skinned. You know the saying, A dutiful son makes a glad father. You had the best of reasons for acting as you did.”


  “Ay, but people don’t believe in these best of reasons,” retorted Biarne, still annoyed, though somewhat mollified by Leif’s remarks.


  “Never mind, ’tis long past now. Come, give us the saga. ’Tis a good one, and will bear re-telling.”


  “Oh yes,” exclaimed Olaf, with sparkling eyes, for the boy dearly loved anything that bore the faintest resemblance to a saga or story, “tell it, Biarne.”


  “Not I,” said Biarne; “Leif can tell it as well as I, if he chooses.”


  “Well, I’ll try,” said Leif, laying his huge hand on the table and looking earnestly at Karlsefin and Thorward. The latter was a very silent man, and had scarcely uttered a word all the evening, but he appeared to take peculiar interest in Vinland, and backed up the request that Leif would give an account of its discovery.


  “About twenty summers ago,” said Leif, “my father, Eric the Red, and his friend Heriulf, Biarne’s father, came over here from Iceland. (A.D. 986.) Biarne was a very young man at the time—little more than a boy—but he was a man of enterprise, and fond of going abroad, and possessed a merchant-ship of his own with which he gathered wealth, and, I will say it, reputation also—though perhaps I should not say that to his face.


  “He was a good son, and used to be by turns a year abroad and a year with his father. He chanced to be away in Norway when Heriulf and my father Eric came over to Greenland. On returning to Iceland he was so much disappointed to hear of his father’s departure that he would not unload his ship, but resolved to follow his old custom and take up his winter abode with his father. ‘Who will go with me to Greenland?’ said he to his men. ‘We will all go,’ replied the men. ‘Our expedition,’ said Biarne, ‘will be thought foolish, as none of us have ever been on the Greenland sea before.’ ‘We mind not that,’ said the men—so away they sailed for three days and lost sight of Iceland. Then the wind failed; after that a north wind and a fog set in, and they knew not where they were sailing to; and this lasted many days. At length the sun appeared. Then they knew the quarters of the sky, and, after sailing a day and a night, made the land.


  “They saw that it was without mountains, was covered with wood, and that there were small hills inland. Biarne saw that this did not answer to the description of Greenland; he knew he was too far south, so he left the land on the larboard side, and sailed two days and nights before they got sight of land again. The men asked Biarne if this was Greenland, but he said it was not, ‘For on Greenland,’ he says, ‘there are great snowy mountains, but this is flat and covered with trees.’ Here the wind fell and the men wanted to go ashore, ‘Because,’ said they, ‘we have need of wood and water.’ Biarne replied, ‘Ye are not in want of either;’ and the men blamed him for this,—but the season was far spent, he knew not how long it might take him to find Greenland, so he had no time to spare.—Was it not so?” said Leif, appealing to his friend.


  “It was so,” replied Biarne, nodding gravely.


  “Well then,” continued Leif, “it must be told that he ordered them to hoist the sail, which they did, and, turning the bow from the land, kept the sea for three days and nights, with a fine breeze from the south-west, when a third time land was seen, with high snowy mountains. Still Biarne would not land, for it was not like what had been reported of Greenland. They soon found it to be an island, and, turning from it, stood out to sea, when the breeze increased to a gale, forcing them to take in a reef; so they sailed for three days and nights more, and made land the fourth time. This turned out to be Greenland, and quite close to Heriulf’s dwelling at Heriulfness. Biarne then gave up seafaring, and dwelt with his old father as long as he lived; but since his death he has been sometimes at sea and sometimes at home. Now, these lands which Biarne discovered, were what I have since called Vinland.”


  “Yes,” exclaimed Biarne, with a look of indignation; “and when I afterwards fared to Norway they blamed me for not going on shore and exploring these lands—as if I, at the end of autumn, could afford to put off time in explorations, when it was all I could do to make my port before the winter set in!” He finished off by striking the table with his fist, seizing his tankard, and draining it to the bottom.


  “I have often observed,” said Karlsefin, quietly, “that people who sit by their firesides at home, and do nothing, are usually very severe and noisy in their remarks on those who fare abroad and do great things; but that arises not so much from ill-will as ignorance.”


  “But what of your own doings, Leif?” said Thorward, breaking in here impatiently.


  “Well, I didn’t do much,” replied Leif. “I only took possession, and didn’t keep it. This was the way of it. Fourteen years after this voyage of Biarne, (about the year A.D. 1000) I was seized with a desire to see these new lands. I bought Biarne’s ship from him, set sail with a good crew, and found the lands, just as Biarne had described them, far away to the south of Greenland. I landed and gave names to some places. At the farthest south point we built huts and spent the winter, but returned home in spring. I called this part Vinland, and this is the reason why: We had a German with us named Tyrker, who is with me here still. One day Tyrker was lost; I was very anxious about him, fearing that he had been killed by wild beasts or Skraelingers, (Esquimaux or savages, probably Indians,) so I sent out parties to search. In the evening we found him coming home in a state of great excitement, having found fruit which, he said, was grapes. The sight and taste of the fruit, to which he was used in his own land, had excited him to such an extent that we thought he was drunk, and for some time he would do nothing but laugh and devour grapes, and talk German, which none of us understood. At last he spoke Norse, and told us that he had found vines and grapes in great abundance. We found that this was true—at least we found a berry which was quite new to us. We went off next day, and, gathering enough to load our boat, brought them away with us. From this circumstance I called it Vinland. Two years after that my brother Thorwald went to Vinland, wintered three years there, was killed by the Skraelingers, and his men returned to Greenland. Then my youngest brother, Thorstein, who was Gudrid’s husband, went off to Vinland to fetch home the body of our brother Thorwald, but was driven back by stress of weather. He was taken ill soon after that, and died. Since then Gudrid has dwelt with my household, and glad we are to have her. This is the whole story of Vinland; so if you want to know more about it you must e’en go on a voyage of discovery for yourself.”


  “I should like nothing better,” replied Karlsefin, “if I could only—”


  At that moment the door was burst violently open, and a man with bloodshot eyes and labouring breath rushed in exclaiming, “The Skraelinger! the Skraelinger are upon us!”
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  Chapter Three.


  Dark War-Clouds Lower, but Clear away without a Shower—Voices and Legs do Good Service.


  



  “Up, carls, buckle on your war-gear!” cried Leif, rising hastily on hearing the announcement with which the last chapter ended.


  “Run, Thorward, call out our men,” whispered Karlsefin; “I will stay to learn what Leif means to do. Bring them all up to the door.”


  Thorward was gone almost before the sentence was finished. Leif and his house-carls, of whom there were ten present at the time, did not take long to busk them for the fight. The Norse of old were born, bred, and buried—if they escaped being killed and cut to pieces—in the midst of alarms. Their armour was easily donned, and not very cumbrous. Even while Leif was giving the first order to his men, Gudrid had run to the peg on which hung his sword and helmet, and brought him these implements of war.


  “My men and I shall be able to render you some service, Leif,” said Karlsefin; “what do you intend to do?”


  “Do!” exclaimed Leif with a grim laugh, as he buckled on his sword, “why, I shall give the Skraelingers a tremendous fright, that is all. The rascals! They knew well that we were short-handed just now, and thought to take advantage of us; but hah! they do not seem to be aware that we chance to have stout visitors with us to-night. So, lads, follow me.”


  Biarne, meanwhile, had darted out on the first alarm, and assembled all the men in the settlement, so that when Leif, Karlsefin, and the housemen issued out of the cottage they found about a dozen men assembled, and others running up every moment to join them. Before these were put in array most of the men of Karlsefin’s ship, numbering forty, and those belonging to Thorward, numbering thirty, came up, so that when all were mustered they were little if at all short of one hundred stout warriors.


  The moon came out brightly at the time, and Leif chuckled as he watched Biarne put the men hastily into marching order.


  “Methought you said that war was distasteful,” observed Karlsefin, in some surprise.


  “So it is, so it is, friend,” replied Leif, still laughing in a low tone; “but there will be no war to-night. Leave your bows behind you, lads,” he added, addressing the men; “you won’t want them; shield and sword will be enough. For the matter of that, we might do without both. Now, lads, follow my leading, and do as I bid you; advance with as little noise as may be.”


  So saying, Leif led the way out of the little hamlet towards the extremity of the ridge or spur of the mountains that sheltered Ericsfiord from the north-west.


  Towards that same extremity another band of men were hastening on the other side of the ridge. It was a band of our hairy friends whom the Norsemen called Skraelingers.


  Truly there was something grand in the look and bearing of the tall man with the flat face, as he led his band to attack the warlike Norsemen, and there was something almost sublime in the savage, resolute aspect of the men who followed him—each being armed with a large walrus spear, and each being, moreover, an adept in the use of it.


  Flatface (in default of a better, let that name stick to him) had ascertained beyond a doubt that the entire available force of Norsemen in Ericsfiord had, in consequence of fishing and other expeditions, been reduced to barely thirty fighting men. He himself could muster a band of at least one hundred and fifty good men and true—not to mention hairy, a hundred and fifty seals having unwillingly contributed their coats to cover these bloodthirsty Skraelingers. The Norsemen, Flatface knew, were strong men and bold, besides being large, but he resolved to take them by surprise, and surely (he argued with himself) a hundred and fifty brave men with spears will be more than a match for thirty sleepy men unarmed and in bed!


  Flatface had screwed himself up with such considerations; made a few more inflammatory speeches to his men, by way of screwing them up also, and then, a little before midnight, set forth on his expedition.


  Now it chanced that there was a man among the Norsemen who was a great hunter and trapper. His name was Tyrker—the same Tyrker mentioned by Leif as being the man who had found grapes in Vinland. Leif said he was a German, but he said so on no better authority than the fact that he had originally come to Norway from the south of Europe. It is much more probable that he was a Turk, for, whereas the Germans are known to be a well-sized handsome race of fair men, this Tyrker was an ugly little dark wiry fellow, with a high forehead, sharp eyes, and a small face; but he was extremely active, and, although an elderly man, few of the youths in Ericsfiord could beat him at feats requiring dexterity.


  But, whether German or Turk, Tyrker was an enthusiastic trapper of white, or arctic foxes. These creatures being very numerous in that part of Greenland, he was wont to go out at all hours, late and early, to visit his traps. Hence it happened that, on the night in question, Tyrker found himself in company with two captured arctic foxes at, the extremity of the mountain spur before referred to.


  He could see round the corner of the spur into the country beyond, but as the country there was not attractive, even at its best, he paid no attention to it. He chanced, however, to cast upon it one glance after setting his traps, just as he was about to return home. That glance called forth a steady look, which was followed by a stare of surprise, and the deep guttural utterance of the word “zz-grandimaghowl!” which, no doubt, was Turkish, at that ancient date, for “hallo!”


  It was the band of hairy creatures that had met his astonished sight. Tyrker shrank behind the spur and peeped round it for a few seconds to make quite sure. Then, turning and creeping fairly out of sight, he rose and bounded back to the hamlet, as though he had been a youth of twenty. As we have seen, he arrived, gasping, in time to warn his friends.


  Between the hamlet and the spur where Tyrker’s traps were set there were several promontories, or projections from the cliffs, all of which had to be passed before the spur came in view. Leif led his men past the first and second of these at a run. Then, believing that he had gone far enough, he ordered his band to draw close up under the cliffs, where the shadow was deepest, saying that he would go alone in advance to reconnoitre.


  “And mark me, lads,” he said, “when I give a loud sneeze, do you give vent to a roar that will only stop short of splitting your lungs; then give chase, and yell to your hearts’ content as you run; but see to it that ye keep together and that no man runs past me. There is plenty of moonlight to let you see what you’re about. If any man tries to overshoot me in the race I’ll hew off his head.”


  This last remark was no figure of speech. In those days men were but too well accustomed to hewing off heads. Leif meant to have his orders attended to, and the men understood him.


  On reaching the second projection of cliff after leaving his men, Leif peeped round cautiously and beheld the advancing Skraelingers several hundred yards off. He returned at once to his men and took up a position at their head in the deep shadow of the cliffs.


  Although absolutely invisible themselves, the Norsemen could see the Skraelingers quite plainly in the moonlight, as they came slowly and with great caution round each turn of the footpath that led to the hamlet. There was something quite awe-inspiring in the manner of their approach. Evidently Flatface dreaded a surprise, for he put each leg very slowly in advance of the other, and went on tiptoe, glancing quickly on either side between each step. His followers—in a compact body, in deep silence and with bated breath—followed his steps and his example.


  When they came to the place where the men crouched in ambush, Leif took up a large stone and cast it high over their heads. So quietly was this done that none even of his own party heard him move or saw the stone, though they heard it fall with a thud on the sand beyond.


  The Skraelingers heard it too, and stopped abruptly—each man on one leg, with the other leg and his arms more or less extended, just as if he had been suddenly petrified. So in truth he had been—with horror!


  To meet an open enemy, however powerful, would have been a pleasure compared with that slow nervous advance in the midst of such dead silence! As nothing followed the sound, however, the suspended legs began to descend slowly again towards the ground, when Leif sneezed!


  If Greenland’s icy mountains had become one monstrous polar bear, whose powers of voice, frozen for prolonged ages, had at last found vent that night in one concentrated roar, the noise could scarcely have excelled that which instantly exploded from the Norsemen.


  The effect on the Skraelingers was almost miraculous. A bomb-shell bursting in the midst of a hundred and fifty Kilkenny cats could not have been more effective, and the result would certainly have borne some marks of resemblance. Each hairy creature sprang nearly his own height into the air, and wriggled while there, as if impatient to turn and fly before reaching the ground. Earth regained, the more active among them overshot and overturned the clumsy, whereby fifty or sixty were instantly cast down, but these rose again like spring-jacks and fled, followed by a roar of laughter from their foes, which, mingled as it was with howls and yells, did infinitely more to appal the Skraelingers than the most savage war-cry could have done.


  But they were followed by more than laughter. The Norsemen immediately gave chase—still yelling and roaring as they ran, for Leif set the example, and his followers remembered his threat.


  Karlsefin and Biarne kept one on each side of Leif, about a pace behind him.


  “If they fight as well as they run,” observed the former, “they must be troublesome neighbours.”


  “They are not bad fighters,” replied Leif; “but sometimes they deem it wise to run.”


  “Not unlike to other people in that respect,” said Biarne; “but it seems to me that we might overhaul them if we were to push on.”


  He shot up to Leif as he spoke, but the latter checked him.


  “Hold back, Biarne; I mean them no harm, and wish no bloodshed—only they must have a good fright. The lads, no doubt, would like to run in and make short work of them; but I intend to breathe the lads, which will in the end do just as well as fighting to relieve their feelings.—Enough. It is ill talking and running.”


  They were silent after that, and ran thus for fully an hour, at nearly the top of their speed. But Leif sometimes checked his men, and sometimes urged them on, so that they fancied he was chasing with full intent to run the Skraelingers down. When the fugitives showed signs of flagging, he uttered a tremendous roar, and his men echoed it, sending such a thrill to the hearts of the Skraelingers that they seemed to recover fresh wind and strength; then he pushed after them harder than ever, and so managed that, without catching or killing one, he terrified them almost out of their wits, and ran them nearly to death.


  At last they came to a place where there was an abrupt bend in the mountains. Here Leif resolved to let them go. When they were pretty near the cliff round which the path turned, he put on what, in modern sporting phraseology, is termed a spurt, and came up so close with the flying band that those in rear began to glance despairingly over their shoulders. Suddenly Leif gave vent to a roar, into which he threw all his remaining strength. It was taken up and prolonged by his men. The horror-struck Skraelingers shrieked in reply, swept like a torrent round the projecting cliff, and disappeared!


  Leif stopped at once, and held up his hand. All his men stopped short also, and though they heard the Skraelingers still howling as they fled, no one followed them any farther. Indeed, most of the Norsemen were panting vehemently, and rather glad than otherwise to be allowed to halt.


  There were, however, two young men among them—tall, strong-boned, and thin, but with broad shoulders, and grave, earnest, though not exactly handsome countenances—who appeared to be perfectly cool and in good wind after their long run. Leif noticed them at once.


  “Yonder youths seem to think little of this sort of thing,” he said to Karlsefin.


  “You are right, Leif; it is mere child’s play to them. These are the two Scots—the famous runners—whom I was charged by King Olaf to present to you. Why, these men, I’ll engage to say, could overtake the Skraelingers even yet, if they chose.”


  “Say you so?” cried Leif. “Do they speak Norse?”


  “Yes; excellently well.”


  “Their names?”


  “The one is Heika, the other Hake.”


  “Ho! Hake and Heika, come hither,” cried Leif, beckoning to the men, and hastening round the point, where the Skraelingers could be seen nearly a mile off, and still running as if all the evil spirits of the North were after them.


  “See there, carls; think you that ye could overtake these rascals?”


  The Scots looked at each other, nodded, smiled, and said they thought they could.


  “Do it, then. Let them see how you can use your legs, and give them a shout as you draw near; but have a care: do them no hurt, and see that they do no injury to you. Take no arms; your legs must suffice on this occasion.”


  The Scots looked again at each other, and laughed, as if they enjoyed the joke; then they started off like a couple of deer at a pace which no Norseman legs had ever before equalled, or even approached.


  Leif, Biarne, and the men gazed in speechless wonder, much to the amusement of Karlsefin and Thorward, while Hake and Heika made straight for the flying band and came up with them. They shouted wildly as they drew near. The Skraelingers looked back, and seeing only two unarmed men, stopped to receive them.


  “As the saying goes,” remarked Biarne, “a stern chase is a long one; but to-night proves the truth of that other saying, that there is no rule without an exception.”


  “What are they doing now?” cried Leif, laughing. “See—they are mad!”


  Truly it seemed as if they were; for, after separating and coursing twice completely round the astonished natives, the two Scots performed a species of war-dance before them, which had a sort of fling about it, more easily conceived than described. In the middle of this they made a dart at the group so sudden and swift that Hake managed to overturn Flatface with a tremendous buffet, and Heika did the same to his second in command with an energetic cuff. The Skraelingers were taken so thoroughly by surprise that the Scots had sheered off and got out of reach before a spear could be thrown.


  Of course a furious rush was made at them, but the hairy men might as well have chased the wind. After tormenting and tantalising them a little longer, the Scots returned at full speed to their friends, and the Skraelingers, glad to be rid of them, hastened to seek the shelter of the gloomy gorge from which they had originally issued, “like a wolf on the fold.”
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  Chapter Four.


  Important Events Transpire, which end in a Voyage of Discovery.


  



  Some weeks afterwards, Karlsefin and Gudrid went down to walk together on the sea-beach. It would appear that lovers were as fond of rambling together in those olden times as they are in these modern days. It was evening when they went to ramble thus—another evidence of similarity in taste between the moderns and ancients.


  “Karlsefin,” said Gudrid, stopping at the margin of the fiord, and looking pensively towards the horizon, where golden clouds and air and sea appeared to mingle harmoniously, “I wonder that you, with good ships and many stout men and plenty of means, should choose to remain in this barren spot, instead of searching out the famous Vinland and making a settlement there.”


  “This barren spot is very bright to me, Gudrid; I have no desire to leave it yet a while. Since you and I were betrothed the ocean has lost its attractions. Besides, would you have me set out on a voyage of discovery at the beginning of winter.”


  “Nay; but you do not even talk about going when spring comes round.”


  “Because I have other things to talk of, Gudrid.”


  “I fear me that you are a lazy man,” returned the widow, with a smile, “and will prove but a sorry husband. Just think,” she added, with sudden animation, “what a splendid country it must be; and what a desirable change for all of us. Thick and leafy woods like those of old Norway, instead of these rugged cliffs and snow-clad hills. Fields of waving grass and rye, instead of moss-covered rocks and sandy soil. Trees large enough to build houses and merchant-ships, instead of willow bushes that are fit for nothing except to save our poor cattle from starvation when the hay crop runs out; besides, longer sunshine in winter and more genial warmth all the year round, instead of howling winds and ice and snow. Truly I think our adopted home here has been woefully misnamed.”


  “And yet I love it, Gudrid, for I find the atmosphere genial and the sunshine very bright.”


  “Foolish man!” said Gudrid, with a little laugh. “And then,” she added, recurring to her theme, “there are grapes,—though, to be sure, I know not what these are, never having tasted them. Biarne says they are very good—do you think so too?”


  “They are magnificent,” answered Karlsefin. “In southern lands, where Tyrker comes from, they have a process whereby they can make a drink from grapes, which maddens youth and quickens the pulse of age,—something like our own beer.”


  “It does not please me to hear that,” replied Gudrid gravely; “some of our carls are too fond of beer. When old Heriulf was sick, a little of it did him good, and when Eric the Red was in his last days he seemed to gather a little strength and comfort from beer; but I never could perceive that it ever did anything to young men except make them boast, and talk nonsense, and look foolish,—or, what is worse, quarrel and fight.”


  “Right, Gudrid, right,” said Karlsefin; “my opinion at least is the same as yours, whether it be right or wrong. There is some reason in applying heat to cold, but it seems to me unnecessary to add heat to warmth, artificial strength to natural vigour, and it is dangerous sometimes to add fuel to fire. I am glad you think as I think on this point, for it is well that man and wife should be agreed in matters of importance.—But to return to Vinland: I have been thinking much about it since I came here, though saying little,—for it becomes a man to be silent and circumspect in regard to unformed plans. My mind is to go thither next spring, but only on one condition.”


  “And what may that be?” asked Gudrid, looking up with a little surprise, and some interest.


  “That you shall go with me, Gudrid; for which end it will be needful that you and I should wed this winter.”


  Gudrid could not help blushing a little and looking down, for Karlsefin, despite his suavity, had a way with him, when thoroughly in earnest, that was very impressive. She did not hesitate, however, but answered with straightforward candour, “I will not say nay to that if my brother Leif is willing.”


  “It is settled then,” replied Karlsefin decisively, “for Leif has already told me that he is willing if you are, and so—”


  At this interesting point in the conversation they were interrupted by a loud merry laugh not very far from them, and next moment little Olaf, starting out from behind a bush, ran shouting into Gudrid’s extended arms. “Oh, what do you think?” he exclaimed, “aunt Freydissa has come over from Heriulfness, and is in such a rage because Biarne has told her that Thorward has been making love to his cousin Astrid, and—”


  “Hush, boy,” said Gudrid, covering his mouth with her hand, “you should not talk so of your aunt. Besides, you know that it is an evil thing to get the name of a tale-bearer.”


  “I did not think it was tale-bearing,” replied the lad, somewhat abashed, “for it is no secret. Leif was there, and Astrid herself, and all the house-carls in the hall must have heard her, for she spoke very loud. And oh! you should have seen her give Thorward the cold shoulder when he came in!”


  “Well, well, Olaf, hold your noisy tongue,” said Gudrid, laughing, “and come, tell me how would you like to go to Vinland?”


  “Like to go to Vinland!” echoed the boy, turning an ardent gaze full on Karlsefin, “are you going there, sir? Will you take me?”


  Karlsefin laughed, and said, “You are too quick in jumping to conclusions, child. Perhaps I may go there; but you have not yet answered Gudrid’s question—would you like to go?”


  “I would like it well,” replied Olaf, with a bright look of hopeful expectation that said far more than words could have expressed.


  Just then Thorward was seen approaching along the beach. His brows were knit, his lips pursed, and his eyes fixed on the ground. He was so engrossed with his thoughts that he did not perceive his friends.


  “Here he comes,” said Karlsefin—“in the blues evidently, for he does not see us.”


  “We had better leave you to his company,” said Gudrid, laughing; “a man i’ the blues is no pleasure to a woman.—Come, Olaf, you and I shall to the dairy and see how the cattle fare.”


  Olaf’s capacity for imbibing milk and cream being unlimited, he gladly accepted this invitation, and followed his aunt, while Karlsefin advanced to meet his friend.


  “How now, Thorward, methinks an evil spirit doth possess thee!”


  “An evil spirit!” echoed Thorward, with a wrathful look; “nay, a legion of evil spirits possess me! A plague on that fellow Biarne: he has poisoned the ears of Freydissa with lies about that girl Astrid, to whom I have never whispered a sweet word since we landed.”


  “I trust you have not whispered sour words to her,” said Karlsefin, smiling.


  “And Freydissa, forsooth, gives me the cold shoulder,” continued the exasperated Norseman, not noticing the interruption, “as if I were proved guilty by the mere assertion.”


  “It is my advice to you, Thorward, that you return the compliment, and give the cold shoulder to Freydissa. The woman has a shrewish temper; she is a very vixen, and will lead you the life of a dog if you marry her.”


  “I had rather,” said Thorward between his teeth, and stamping, “live a dog’s life with Freydissa than live the life of a king without her!”


  Karlsefin laughed at this, and Thorward, taking offence, said fierily, and with some scorn—“Thinkest thou that because thy Gudrid is so smooth-tongued she is an angel?”


  “That is what I am inclined to think,” answered Karlsefin, with a smile that still further exasperated his friend.


  “Perchance you may find yourself mistaken,” said Thorward. “Since you are so free with your warnings, let me remind you that although the course of your courtship runs smooth, there is an old proverb—descended from Odin himself, I believe—which assures us that true love never did so run.”


  “Then I recall my words, Thorward, and congratulate you on your true love—for assuredly your courtship runs in an uncommonly rugged course.”


  At this Thorward turned on his heel and walked away in a towering passion.


  It so happened that, on drawing near to Brattalid, he met Biarne coming in the opposite direction. Nothing could have pleased him better—for in the state of his mind at the time he would have turned savagely on himself, had that been possible, in order to relieve his feelings.


  “So!” he cried, confronting Biarne, “well met! Tell me, Biarne, didst thou poison the ears of Freydissa by telling her that I had been courting thy cousin Astrid?”


  Biarne, who was not aware of the consequences of what he had said in jest, felt inclined to laugh, but he checked himself and flushed somewhat, not being accustomed to be addressed in such haughty tones. Instead of explaining the matter, as he might otherwise have done, he merely said, “I did.”


  “Liar!” exclaimed Thorward fiercely, for he was a very resolute man when roused; “go, tell her that the assertion was a falsehood. Go now, and come back to tell me thou hast done it, else will I chop thy carcase into mince-meat. Go; I will await thee here.”


  He laid his hand upon his sword, but Biarne said quietly, “I go, sir;” and, turning round, hastened up to the hamlet.


  Thorward could scarcely believe his eyes, for Biarne was fully as stout as himself, and somewhat taller, besides having the look of a courageous man. He had issued his imperative mandate more as a defiance and challenge than anything else, so that he gazed after the retreating Biarne with mingled feelings of surprise, contempt, and pity; but surprise predominated. He had not long to wait, however, for in about ten minutes Biarne returned.


  “Well, have you told her?”


  “I have,” replied Biarne.


  “Hah!” exclaimed Thorward, very much perplexed, and not knowing what to say next.


  “But, Thorward,” said Biarne, after a momentary pause, “methinks that you and I must fight now.”


  “With all my heart,” answered Thorward, much relieved, and again grasping his sword.


  “Nay, not with such weapons,” said Biarne, stepping up to him, “but with the weapons of friendship.”


  With that he bestowed such a hearty buffet on Thorward’s left ear that it turned the irascible man head over heels, and laid him at full length on the sand.


  Thorward rose slowly, being somewhat stunned, with a confused impression that there was something wrong with his head. Before he had quite recovered, Biarne burst into a laugh and seized him by the hand.


  “Freydissa bids me tell you—” he said, and paused.


  The pause was intentional. He saw that Thorward was on the point of snatching away his hand and returning the blow or drawing his sword; but he restrained himself in order to hear Freydissa’s message.


  “She bids me tell you,” repeated Biarne, “that you are a goose.”


  This was not calculated to soothe an angry man, but Thorward reflected that the epithet was figurative, and bore a peculiar signification when uttered by a woman; he therefore continued his self-restraint and waited for more.


  “She also said,” added Biarne, “that she never for a moment believed my statement (which, by the way, was only made in jest), and that she thinks you deserve a good buffet on the ear for taking the thing up so hotly. Agreeing with her entirely in this, I have fulfilled her wish and given you your deserts. Moreover, she expects you to accompany her to Heriulfness to-night. So now,” said Biarne, releasing Thorward’s hand and touching his sword-hilt, “if you are still inclined—.”


  “Well, well,” said Thorward, whose visage, while his friend was speaking, had undergone a series of contortions indicative of a wild conflict of feelings in his breast, “well, well, I am a goose, and deserved the buffet. After all, I did call you a liar, so we are quits, Biarne—tit for tat. Come, let us shake hands and go up to Leif’s cottage. You said Freydissa was there, I think.”


  During that winter Karlsefin married Gudrid and Thorward Freydissa, and, in the following spring, they embarked in Karlsefin’s ship—with a large party of men, women, children, and cattle—and set sail for Vinland.
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  Chapter Five.


  Freydissa Shows Her Temper and a Whale Checks it—Poetical and Other Touches.


  



  The expedition which now set out for Vinland was on a much larger scale than any of the expeditions which had preceded it. Biarne and Leif had acted the part of discoverers only—not colonisers—and although previous parties had passed several winters in Vinland, they had not intended to take up a permanent abode there—as was plain from the fact that they brought neither women nor flocks nor herds with them. Karlsefin, on the contrary, went forth fully equipped for colonisation.


  His ship, as we have said, was a large one, with a decked poop and forecastle, fitted to brave the most tempestuous weather—at least as well fitted to do so as were the ships of Columbus—and capable of accommodating more than a hundred people. He took sixty men with him and five women, besides his own wife and Thorward’s. Thorward himself, and Biarne, accompanied the expedition, and also Olaf—to his inexpressible joy, but Leif preferred to remain at home, and promised to take good care of Thorward’s ship, which was left behind. Astrid was one of the five women who went with this expedition; the other four were Gunhild, Thora, Sigrid, and Bertha. Gunhild and Sigrid were wives to two of Biarne’s men. Thora was handmaiden to Gudrid; Bertha handmaid to Freydissa. Of all the women Bertha was the sweetest and most beautiful, and she was also very modest and good-tempered, which was a fortunate circumstance, because her mistress Freydissa had temper enough, as Biarne used to remark, for a dozen women. Biarne was fond of teasing Freydissa; but she liked Biarne, and sometimes took his pleasantries well—sometimes ill.


  It was intended that, when the colony was fairly established, the ship should be sent back to Greenland to fetch more of the men’s wives and children.


  A number of cattle, horses, and sheep were also carried on this occasion to Vinland. These were stowed in the waist or middle of the vessel, between the benches where the rowers sat when at work. The rowers did not labour much at sea, as the vessel was at most times able to advance under sail. During calms, however, and when going into creeks, or on landing—also in doubling capes when the wind was not suitable—the oars were of the greatest value. Karlsefin and the principal people slept under the high poop. A number of the men slept under the forecastle, and the rest lay in the waist near the cattle—sheltered from the weather by tents or awnings which were called tilts.


  It may perhaps surprise some readers to learn that men could venture in such vessels to cross the northern seas from Norway to Iceland, and thence to Greenland; but it is not so surprising when we consider the small size of the vessels in which Columbus afterwards crossed the Atlantic in safety, and when we reflect that those Norsemen had been long accustomed, in such vessels, to traverse the ocean around the coasts of Europe in all directions—round the shores of Britain, up the Baltic, away to the Faroe Islands, and up the Mediterranean even as far as the Black Sea. In short, the Norsemen of old were magnificent seamen, and there can be no question that much of the ultimate success of Britain on the sea is due, not only to our insular position, but also to the insufficiently appreciated fact that the blood of the hardy and adventurous vikings of Norway still flows in our veins.


  It was a splendid spring morning when Karlsefin hoisted his white-and-blue sail, and dropped down Ericsfiord with a favouring breeze, while Leif and his people stood on the stone jetty at Brattalid, and waved hats and shawls to their departing friends.


  For Olaf, Thora, and Bertha it was a first voyage, and as the vessel gradually left the land behind, the latter stood at the stern gazing wistfully towards the shore, while tears flowed from her pretty blue eyes and chased each other over her fair round face—for Bertha left an old father behind her in Greenland.


  “Don’t cry, Bertha,” said Olaf, putting his fat little hand softly into that of the young girl.


  “Oh! I shall perhaps never see him again,” cried Bertha, with another burst of tears.


  “Yes, you will,” said Olaf, cheerily. “You know that when we get comfortably settled in Vinland we shall send the ship back for your father, and mine too, and for everybody in Ericsfiord and Heriulfness. Why, we’re going to forsake Greenland altogether and never go back to it any more. Oh! I am so glad.”


  “I wish, I wish I had never come,” said Bertha, with a renewed flow of tears, for Olaf’s consolations were thrown away on her.


  It chanced that Freydissa came at that moment upon the poop, where Karlsefin stood at the helm, and Gudrid with some others were still gazing at the distant shore.


  Freydissa was one of those women who appear to have been born women by mistake—who are always chafing at their unfortunate fate, and endeavouring to emulate—even to overwhelm—men; in which latter effort they are too frequently successful. She was a tall elegant woman of about thirty years of age, with a decidedly handsome face, though somewhat sharp of feature. She possessed a powerful will, a shrill voice and a vigorous frame, and was afflicted with a short, violent temper. She was decidedly a masculine woman. We know not which is the more disagreeable of the two—a masculine woman or an effeminate man.


  But perhaps the most prominent feature in her character was her volubility when enraged,—the copiousness of her vocabulary and the tremendous force with which she shot forth her ideas and abuse in short abrupt sentences.


  Now, if there was one thing more than another that roused the ire of Freydissa, it was the exhibition of feminine weakness in the shape of tears. She appeared to think that the credit of her sex in reference to firmness and self-command was compromised by such weakness. She herself never wept by any chance, and she was always enraged when she saw any other woman relieve her feelings in that way. When, therefore, she came on deck and found her own handmaid with her pretty little face swelled, or, as she expressed it, “begrutten,” and heard her express a wish that she had never left home, she lost command of herself—a loss that she always found it easy to come by—and, seizing Bertha by the shoulder, ordered her down into the cabin instantly.


  Bertha sobbingly obeyed, and Freydissa followed. “Don’t be hard on her, poor soul,” murmured Thorward.


  Foolish fellow! How difficult it is for man—ancient or modern—to learn when to hold his tongue! That suggestion would have fixed Freydissa’s determination if it had not been fixed before, and poor Bertha would certainly have received “a hearing,” or a “blowing-up,” or a “setting down,” such as she had not enjoyed since the date of Freydissa’s marriage, had it not been for the fortunate circumstance that a whale took it into its great thick head to come up, just then, and spout magnificently quite close to the vessel.


  The sight was received with a shout by the men, a shriller shout by the women, and a screech of surprise and delight by little Olaf, who would certainly have gone over the side in his eagerness, had not Biarne caught him by the skirts of his tunic.


  This incident happily diverted the course of Freydissa’s thoughts. Curiosity overcame indignation, and Bertha was reprieved for the time being. Both mistress and maid hastened to the side of the ship; the anger of the one evaporated and the tears of the other dried up when they saw the whale rise not more than a hundred yards from the ship. It continued to do this for a considerable time, sometimes appearing on one side, sometimes on the other; now at the stern, anon at the bow. In short it seemed as if the whale had taken the ship for a companion, and were anxious to make its acquaintance. At last it went down and remained under water so long that the voyagers began to think it had left them, when Olaf suddenly gave a shriek of delight and surprise:— “Oh! Oh! OH!” he exclaimed, looking and pointing straight down into the water, “here is the whale—right under the ship!”


  And sure enough there it was, swimming slowly under the vessel, not two fathoms below the keel—its immense bulk being impressively visible, owing to the position of the observers, and its round eyes staring as if in astonishment at the strange creature above. (The author has seen a whale in precisely similar circumstances in a Norwegian fiord.) It expressed this astonishment, or whatever feeling it might be, by coming up suddenly to the surface, thrusting its big blunt head, like the bow of a boat, out of the sea, and spouting forth a column of water and spray with a deep snort or snore—to the great admiration of the whole ship’s crew, for, although most of the men were familiar enough with whales, alive and dead, they had never, in all probability, seen one in such circumstances before.


  Four or five times did the whale dive under the vessel in this fashion, and then it sheered off with a contemptuous flourish of its tail, as if disgusted with the stolid unsociable character of the ship, which seen from a submarine point of view must have looked uncommonly like a whale, and quite as big!


  This episode, occurring so early in the voyage, and trifling though it was, tended to create in the minds of all—especially of the women and the younger people—a feeling of interest in the ocean, and an expectation of coming adventure, which, though not well defined, was slightly exciting and agreeable. Bertha, in particular, was very grateful to that whale, for it had not only diverted her thoughts a little from home-leaving and given her something new to think and talk about, but it had saved her from Freydissa and a severe scold.


  The first night at sea was fine, with bright moonlight, and a soft wind on the quarter that carried them pleasantly over the rippling sea, and everything was so tranquil and captivating that no one felt inclined to go to rest. Karlsefin sat beside the helm, guiding the ship and telling sagas to the group of friends who stood, sat, or reclined on the deck and against the bulwarks of the high poop. He repeated long pieces of poetry, descriptive of the battles and adventures of their viking forefathers, and also gave them occasional pieces of his own composing, in reference to surrounding circumstances and the enterprise in which they were then embarked,—for Karlsefin was himself a skald or poet, although he pretended not to great attainments in that way.


  From where they sat the party on the poop could see that the men on the high forecastle were similarly engaged, for they had gathered together in a group, and their heads were laid together as if listening intently to one of their number who sat in the centre of the circle. Below, in the waist of the ship, some humorous character appeared to be holding his mates enchained, for long periods of comparative silence—in which could be heard the monotonous tones of a single voice mingled with occasional soft lowing from the cattle—were suddenly broken by bursts of uproarious laughter, which, however, quickly subsided again, leaving prominent the occasional lowing and the prolonged monotone. Everything in and around the ship, that night, breathed of harmony and peace—though there was little knowledge among them of Him who is the Prince of Peace. We say “little” knowledge, because Christianity had only just begun to dawn among the Norsemen at that time, and there were some on board of that discovery-ship who were tinged with the first rays of that sweet light which, in the person of the Son of God, was sent to lighten the world and to shine more and more unto the perfect day.


  “Now,” said Karlsefin, at the conclusion of one of his stories, “that is the saga of Halfdan the Black—at least it is part of his saga; but, friends, it seems to me that we must begin a saga of our own, for it is evident that if we are successful in this venture we shall have something to relate when we return to Greenland, and we must all learn to tell our saga in the same words, for that is the only way in which truth can be handed down to future generations, seeing that when men are careless in learning the truth they are apt to distort it so that honest men are led into telling lies unwittingly. They say that the nations of the south have invented a process whereby with a sharp-pointed tool they fashion marks on skins to represent words, so that once put down in this way a saga never changes. Would that we Norsemen understood that process!” said Karlsefin meditatively.


  “It seems to me,” said Biarne, who reclined on the deck, leaning against the weather-bulwarks and running his fingers playfully through Olaf’s fair curls, “It seems to me that it were better to bestow the craft of the skald on the record of our voyage, for then the measure and the rhyme would chain men to the words, and so to the truth—that is, supposing they get truth to start with! Come, Karlsefin, begin our voyage for us.”


  All present seemed to agree to that proposal, and urged Karlsefin to begin at once.


  The skipper—for such indeed was his position in the ship—though a modest man, was by no means bashful, therefore, after looking round upon the moonlit sea for a few minutes, he began as follows:—


  
        “When western waves were all unknown,

    And western fields were all unsown,

    When Iceland was the outmost bound

    That roving viking-keels had found—

    Gunbiorn then—Ulf Kraka’s son—

    Still farther west was forced to run

    By furious gales, and there saw land

    Stretching abroad on either hand.

    Eric of Iceland, called the Red, said—

    ‘This western land I’ll go and see;

    Three summers hence look out for me.’

    

        He went; he landed; stayed awhile,

    And wintered first on ‘Eric’s Isle;’

    Then searched the coast both far and wide,

    Then back to Iceland o’er the tide.

    ‘A wondrous land is this,’ said he,

    And called it Greenland of the sea.

    Twenty and five great ships sailed west

    To claim this gem on Ocean’s breast.

    With man and woman, horn and hoof,

    And bigging for the homestead roof.

    Some turnèd back—in heart but mice—

    Some sank amid the Northern ice.

    Half reached the land, in much distress,

    At Ericsfiord and Heriulfness.

    

    

        Next, Biarne—Heriulf’s doughty son—

    Sought to trace out the aged one. (His father.)

    From Norway sailed, but missed his mark;

    Passed snow-topped Greenland in the dark;

    And came then to a new-found land—

    But did not touch the tempting strand;

    For winter winds oppressed him sore

    And kept him from his father’s shore.

    

    

        Then Leif, the son of Eric, rose

    And straightway off to Biarne goes,

    Buys up his ship, takes all his men,

    Fares forth to seek that land again.

    Leif found the land; discovered more,

    And spent a winter on the shore;

    Cut trees and grain to load the ship,

    And pay them for the lengthened trip.

    Named ‘Hella-land’ and ‘Markland’ too,

    And saw an island sweet with dew!

    And grapes in great abundance found,

    So named it Vinland all around.

    But after that forsook the shore,

    And north again for Greenland bore.

    

        And now—we cross the moonlit seas

    To search this land of grapes and trees

    Biarne, Thorward, Karlsefin—

    Go forth this better land to win,

    With men and cattle not a few,

    And household gear and weapons too;

    And, best of all, with women dear,

    To comfort, counsel, check, and cheer.

    Thus far we’ve made a prosp’rous way,

    God speed us onward every day!”


  


  They all agreed that this was a true account of the discovery of Vinland and of their own expedition as far as it had gone, though Gudrid said it was short, and Freydissa was of opinion that there was very little in it.


  “But hold!” exclaimed Biarne, suddenly raising himself on his elbows; “Karlsefin, you are but a sorry skald after all.”


  “How so?” asked the skipper.


  “Why, because you have made no mention of the chief part of our voyage.”


  “And pray what may that be?”


  “Stay, I too am a skald; I will tell you.”


  Biarne, whose poetical powers were not of the highest type, here stretched forth his hand and said:—


  
        “When Biarne, Thorward, Karlsefin,

    This famous voyage did begin,

    They stood upon the deck one night,

    And there beheld a moving sight.

    It made the very men grow pale,

    Their shudder almost rent the sail!

    For lo! they saw a mighty whale!

    

        It drew a shriek from Olaf brave,

    Then plunged beneath the briny wave,

    And, while the women loudly shouted,

    Up came its blundering nose and spouted.

    Then underneath our keel it went,

    And glared with savage fury pent,

    And round about the ship it swum,

    Striking each man and woman dumb.

    

        Stay—one there was who found a tongue

    And still retained her strength of lung.

    Freydissa, beauteous matron bold,

    Resolved to give that whale a scold!

    But little cared that monster fish

    To gratify Freydissa’s wish;

    He shook his tail, that naughty whale,

    And flourished it like any flail,

    And, ho! for Vinland he made sail!”


  


  “Now, friends, was not that a great omission on the part of Karlsefin?”


  “If the whale had brought his flail down on your pate it would have served you right, Biarne,” said Freydissa, flushing, yet smiling in spite of herself.


  “I think it is capital,” cried Olaf, clapping his hands—“quite as good as the other poem.”


  Some agreed with Olaf, and some thought that it was not quite in keeping with Karlsefin’s composition, but, after much debate, it was finally ruled that it should be added thereto as part and parcel of the great Vinland poem. Hence it appears in this chronicle, and forms an interesting instance of the way in which men, for the sake of humorous effect, mingle little pieces of fiction with veritable history.


  By the time this important matter was settled it was getting so late that even the most enthusiastic admirer among them of moonlight on a calm sea became irresistibly desirous of going to sleep. They therefore broke up for the night; the women retired to their cabin, and none were left on deck except the steersman and the watch. Long before this the saga-tellers on the forecastle had retired; the monotone and the soft lowing of the cattle had ceased; man and beast had sought and found repose, and nothing was heard save the ripple of the water on the ship’s sides as she glided slowly but steadily over the sleeping sea.
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  Chapter Six.


  Changes in Wind and Weather Produce Changes in Temper and Feeling—Land Discovered, and Freydissa Becomes Inquisitive.


  



  There are few things that impress one more at sea than the rapidity of the transitions which frequently take place in the aspect and the condition of vessel, sea, and sky. At one time all may be profoundly tranquil on board; then, perhaps, the necessity for going “about ship” arises, and all is bustle; ropes rattle, blocks clatter and chirp, yards creak, and seamen’s feet stamp on the deck, while their voices aid their hands in the hauling of ropes; and soon all is quiet as before. Or, perhaps, the transition is effected by a squall, and it becomes more thorough and lasting. One moment everything in nature is hushed under the influence of what is appropriately enough termed a “dead calm.” In a few seconds a cloud-bank appears on the horizon and one or two cats-paws are seen shooting over the water. A few minutes more and the sky is clouded, the glassy sea is ruffled, the pleasant light sinks into a dull leaden grey, the wind whistles over the ocean, and we are—as far as feeling is concerned—transported into another, but by no means a better, world.


  Thus it was with our adventurers. The beautiful night merged into a “dirty” morning, the calm into a breeze so stiff as to be almost a gale, and when Olaf came out of the cabin, holding tight to the weather-bulwarks to prevent himself from being thrown into the lee-scuppers, his inexperienced heart sank within him at the dreary prospect of the grey sky and the black heaving sea.


  But young Olaf came of a hardy seafaring race. He kept his feelings to himself; and staggered toward Karlsefin, who still stood at his post. Olaf thought he had been there all night, but the truth was that he had been relieved by Biarne, had taken a short nap, and returned to the helm.


  Karlsefin was now clad in a rough-weather suit. He wore a pair of untanned sealskin boots and a cap of the same material, that bore a strong resemblance in shape and colour to the sou’-westers of the present day, and his rough heavy coat, closed up to the chin, was in texture and form not unlike to the pilot-cloth jackets of modern seamen—only it had tags and loops instead of buttons and button-holes. With his legs wide apart, he stood at the tiller, round which there was a single turn of a rope from the weather-bulwarks to steady it and himself. The boy was clad in miniature costume of much the same cut and kind, and proud was he to stagger about the deck with his little legs ridiculously wide apart, in imitation of Thorward and Biarne, both of whom were there, and had, he observed, a tendency to straddle.


  “Come hither, Olaf; and learn a little seamanship,” said Karlsefin, with a good-humoured smile.


  Olaf said he would be glad to do that, and made a run towards the tiller, but a heavy plunge of the ship caused him to sheer off in quite a different direction, and another lurch would have sent him head-foremost against the lee-bulwarks had not Biarne, with a laugh, caught him by the nape of the neck and set him against Karlsefin’s left leg, to which he clung with remarkable tenacity.


  “Ay, hold on tight to that, boy,” said the leg’s owner, “and you’ll be safe. A few days will put you on your sea-legs, lad, and then you won’t want to hold on.”


  “Always hold your head up, Olaf, when you move about aboard ship in rough weather,” said Biarne, pausing a minute in his perambulation of the deck to give the advice, “and look overboard, or up, or away at the horizon—anywhere except at your feet. You can’t see how the ship’s going to roll, you know, if you keep looking down at the deck.”


  Olaf acted on this advice at once, and then began to question Karlsefin in regard to many nautical matters which it is not necessary to set down here, while Biarne and Thorward leaned on the bulwarks and looked somewhat anxiously to windward.


  Already two reefs of the huge sail had been taken in, and Biarne now suggested that it would be wise to take in another.


  “Let it be done,” said Karlsefin.


  Thorward ordered the men to reef; and the head of the ship was brought up to the wind so as to empty the sail while this was being done.


  Before it was quite accomplished some of the women had assembled on the poop.


  “This is not pleasant weather,” observed Gudrid, as she stood holding on to her husband.


  “We must not expect to have it all plain sailing in these seas,” replied Karlsefin; “but the dark days will make the bright ones seem all the brighter.”


  Gudrid smiled languidly at this, but made no reply.


  Freydissa, who scorned to receive help from man, had vigorously laid hold of the bulwarks and gradually worked her way aft. She appeared to be very much out of sorts—as indeed all the women were. There was a greenish colour about the parts of their cheeks that ought to have been rosy, and a whitey blue or frosted appearance at the points of their noses, which damaged the beauty of the prettiest among them. Freydissa became positively plain—and she knew it, which did not improve her temper. Astrid, though fair and exceedingly pretty by nature, had become alarmingly white; and Thora, who was dark, had become painfully yellow. Poor Bertha, too, had a washed-out appearance, though nothing in the way of lost colour or otherwise could in the least detract from the innocent sweetness of her countenance. She did not absolutely weep, but, being cold, sick, and in a state of utter wretchedness, she had fallen into a condition of chronic whimpering, which exceedingly exasperated Freydissa. Bertha was one of those girls who are regarded by some of their own sex with a species of mild contempt, but who are nevertheless looked upon with much tenderness by men, which perhaps makes up to them for this to some extent. Gudrid was the least affected among them all by that dire malady, which appears to have been as virulent in the tenth as it is in the nineteenth century, and must have come in with the Flood, if not before it.


  “Why don’t you go below,” said Freydissa testily, “instead of shivering up here?”


  “I get so sick below,” answered Bertha, endeavouring to brighten up, “that I thought it better to try what fresh air would do for me.”


  “H’m! it doesn’t appear to do much for you,” retorted Freydissa.


  As she spoke a little spray broke over the side of the ship and fell on the deck near them. Karlsefin had great difficulty in preventing this, for a short cross-sea was running, and it was only by dint of extremely good and careful steering that he kept the poop-deck dry. In a few minutes a little more spray flew inboard, and some of it striking Bertha on the head ran down her shoulders. Karlsefin was much grieved at this, but Freydissa laughed heartily.


  Instead of making Bertha worse, however, the shock had the effect of doing her a little good, and she laughed in a half-pitiful way as she ran down below to dry herself.


  “It serves you right,” cried Freydissa as she passed; “I wish you had got more of it.”


  Now Karlsefin was a man whose temper was not easily affected, and he seldom or never took offence at anything done or said to himself; but the unkindness of Freydissa’s speech to poor Bertha nettled him greatly.


  “Get behind me, Gudrid,” he said quickly.


  Gudrid obeyed, wondering at the stern order, and Karlsefin gave a push to the tiller with his leg. Next moment a heavy sea struck the side of the ship, burst over the bulwarks, completely overwhelmed Freydissa, and swept the deck fore and aft—wetting every one more or less except Gudrid, who had been almost completely sheltered behind her husband. A sail which had been spread over the waist of the ship prevented much damage being done to the men, and of course all the water that fell on the forecastle and poop ran out at the scupper-holes.


  This unexpected shower-bath at once cleared the poop of the women. Fortunately Thora and Astrid had been standing to leeward of Biarne and Thorward, and had received comparatively little of the shower, but Freydissa went below with streaming hair and garments,—as Biarne remarked,—like an elderly mermaid!


  “You must have been asleep when that happened,” said Thorward to Karlsefin in surprise.


  “He must have been sleeping, then, with his eyes open,” said Biarne, with an amused look.


  Karlsefin gazed sternly towards the ship’s head, and appeared to be attending with great care to the helm, but there was a slight twinkle in his eye as he said— “Well, it was my intention to wash the decks a little, but more spray came inboard than I counted on. ’Tis as dangerous to play with water, sometimes, as with fire.”


  “There is truth in that,” said Biarne, laughing; “and I fear that this time water will be found to have kindled fire, for when Freydissa went below she looked like the smoking mountain of Iceland—as if there was something hot inside and about to boil up.”


  Karlsefin smiled, but made no reply, for the gale was increasing every moment, and the management of the ship soon required the earnest attention of all the seamen on board.


  Fortunately it was a short-lived gale. When it had passed away and the sea had returned to something like its former quiescent state, and the sun had burst through and dissipated the grey clouds, our female voyagers returned to the deck and to their wonted condition of health.


  Soon after that they came in sight of land.


  “Now, Biarne,” said Karlsefin, after the look-out on the forecastle had shouted “Land ho!” “come, give me your opinion of this new land that we have made.—Do you mind the helm, Thorward, while we go to the ship’s head.”


  The two went forward, and on the forecastle they found Olaf; flushed with excitement, and looking as if something had annoyed him.


  “Ho, Olaf! you’re not sorry to see land, are you?” said Biarne.


  “Sorry! no, not I; but I’m sorry to be cheated of my due.”


  “How so, boy?”


  “Why, I discovered the land first, and that fellow there,” pointing to the man on look-out, “shouted before me.”


  “But why did you not shout before him?” asked Karlsefin, as he and Biarne surveyed the distant land with keen interest.


  “Just because he took me unawares,” replied the boy indignantly. “When I saw it I did not wish to be hasty. It might have turned out to be a cloud, or a fog-bank, and I might have given a false alarm; so I pointed it out to him, and asked what he thought; but instead of answering me he gaped with his ugly mouth and shouted ‘Land ho!’ I could have kicked him.”


  “Nay, Olaf; that is not well said,” observed Karlsefin, very gravely; “if you could have kicked him you would have kicked him. Why did you not do it?”


  “Because he is too big for me,” answered the boy promptly.


  “So, then, thy courage is only sufficient to make thee kick those who are small enough,” returned Karlsefin, with a frown. “Perhaps if you were as big as he you would be afraid to kick him.”


  “That would not I,” retorted Olaf.


  “It is easy for you to say that, boy, when you know that he would not strike you now, and that there is small chance of your meeting again after you have grown up to prove the truth of what you say. It is mere boasting, Olaf; and, mark me, you will never be a brave man if you begin by being a boastful boy. A truly brave and modest man—for modesty and bravery are wont to consort together—never says he will strike until he sees it to be right to do so. Sometimes he does not even go the length of speaking at all, but, in any case, having made up his mind to strike, he strikes at once, without more ado, let the consequences be what they will. But in my opinion it is best not to strike at all. Do you know, Olaf; my boy, some of the bravest men I ever knew have never struck a blow since they came to manhood, excepting, of course, when compelled to do so in battle; and then they struck such blows as made shields and helmets fly, and strewed the plain with their foes.”


  “Did these men never boast when they were boys?” asked Olaf; with a troubled air.


  Karlsefin relaxed into a smile as he said, “Only when they were very little boys, and very foolish; but they soon came to see how contemptible it is to threaten and not perform; so they gave up threatening, and when performance came to be necessary they found that threats were needless. Now, Olaf, I want you to be a bold, brave man, and I must lull you through the foolish boasting period as quickly as possible, therefore I tell you these things. Think on them, my boy.”


  Olaf was evidently much relieved by the concluding remarks. While Karlsefin was speaking he had felt ashamed of himself; because he was filled with admiration of the magnificent skipper, and wanted to stand well in his opinion. It was therefore no small comfort to find that his boasting had been set down to his foolishness, and that there was good reason to hope he might ultimately grow out of it.


  But Olaf had much more of the true metal in him than he himself was aware of. Without saying a word about it, he resolved not to wait for the result of this slow process of growth, but to jump, vault, or fly out of the boastful period of life, by hook or by crook, and that without delay. And he succeeded! Not all at once, of course. He had many a slip; but he persevered, and finally got out of it much sooner than would have been the case if he had not taken any trouble to think about the matter, or to try.


  Meanwhile, however, he looked somewhat crestfallen. This being observed by the look-out, that worthy was prompted to say— “I’m sure, Olaf; you are welcome to kick me if that will comfort you, but there is no occasion to do so, because I claim not the honour of first seeing the land—and if I had known the state of your mind I would willingly have let you give the hail.”


  “You may have been first to discover it at this time, Olaf;” said Biarne, turning round after he had made up his mind about it, “and no doubt you were, since the look-out admits it; nevertheless this is the land that I discovered twenty years ago. But we shall make it out more certainly in an hour or two if this breeze holds.”


  The breeze did hold, and soon they were close under the land.


  “Now am I quite certain of it,” said Biarne, as he stood on the poop, surrounded by all his friends, who gazed eagerly at the shore, to which they had approached so close that the rocks and bushes were distinctly visible; “that is the very same land which I saw before.”


  “What, Vinland?” asked Freydissa.


  “Nay, not Vinland. Are you so eager to get at the grapes that ye think the first land we meet is Vinland?”


  “A truce to your jesting, Biarne; what land is it?”


  “It is the land I saw last when leaving this coast in search of Greenland, so that it seems not unnatural to find it first on coming back to it. Leif; on his voyage, went on shore here. He named it Helloland, which, methinks, was a fitting name, for it is, as you see, a naked land of rocks.”


  “Now, then,” said Karlsefin, “lower the sail, heave out the anchor, and let two men cast loose the little boat. Some of us will land and see what we shall see; for it must not be said of us, Biarne, as it was unfairly said of you, that we took no interest in these new regions.”


  The little boat was got ready. The Scottish brothers, Hake and Heika, were appointed to row. Karlsefin, Biarne, Thorward, Gudrid, Freydissa, and Olaf embarked and proceeded to the shore.


  This land, on which the party soon stood, was not of an inviting aspect. It was sterile, naked, and very rocky, as Biarne had described it, and not a blade of grass was to be seen. There was a range of high snow-capped mountains in the interior, and all the way from the coast up to these mountains the land was covered with snow. In truth, a more forbidding spot could not easily have been found, even in Greenland.


  “It seems to me,” said Freydissa, “that your new land is but a sorry place—worse than that we have left. I wonder at your landing here. It is plain that men see with flushed eyes when they look upon their own discoveries. Cold comfort is all we shall get in this place. I counsel that we return on board immediately.”


  “You are too hasty, sister,” said Gudrid.


  “Oh! of course, always too hasty,” retorted Freydissa sharply.


  “And somewhat too bitter,” growled Thorward, with a frown.


  Thorward was not an ill-natured man, but his wife’s sharp temper tried him a good deal.


  “Your interrupting me before you heard all I had to say proves you to be too hasty, sister,” said Gudrid, with a playful laugh. “I was about to add that it seems we have come here rather early in the spring. Who knows but the land may wear a prettier dress when the mantle of winter is gone? Even Greenland looks green and bright in summer.”


  “Not in those places where the snow lies all the summer,” objected Olaf.


  “That’s right, Olaf;” said Biarne; “stick up for your sweet aunt. She often takes a stick up for you, lad, and deserves your gratitude.—But come, let’s scatter and survey the land, for, be it good or bad, we must know what it is, and carry with us some report such as Karlsefin may weave into his rhymes.”


  “This land would be more suitable for your rhymes, Biarne, than for mine,” said Karlsefin, as they started off together, “because it is most dismal.”


  After that the whole party scattered. The three leaders ascended the nearest heights in different directions, and Gudrid with Olaf went searching among the rocks and pools to ascertain what sort of creatures were to be found there, while Freydissa sat down and sulked upon a rock. She soon grew tired of sulking, however, and, looking about her, observed the brothers, who had been left in charge of the boat, standing as if engaged in earnest conversation.


  She had not before this paid much attention to these brothers, and was somewhat struck with their appearance, for, as we have said before, they were good specimens of men. Hake, the younger of the two, had close-curling auburn hair, and bright blue eyes. His features were not exactly handsome, but the expression of his countenance was so winning that people were irresistibly attracted by it. The elder brother, Heika, was very like him, but not so attractive in his appearance. Both were fully six feet high, and though thin, as has been said, their limbs were beautifully moulded, and they possessed much greater strength than most people gave them credit for. In aspect, thought, and conversation, they were naturally grave, and very earnest; nevertheless, they could be easily roused to mirth.


  Going up to them, Freydissa said— “Ye seem to have earnest talk together.”


  “We have,” answered Heika. “Our talk is about home.”


  “I am told that your home is in the Scottish land,” said Freydissa.


  “It is,” answered Hake, with a kindling eye.


  “How come you to be so far from home?” asked Freydissa.


  “We were taken prisoners two years ago by vikings from Norway, when visiting our father in a village near the Forth fiord.”


  “How did that happen? Come, tell me the story; but, first, who is your father?”


  “He is an earl of Scotland,” said Heika.


  “Ha! and I suppose ye think a Scottish earl is better than a Norse king?”


  Heika smiled as he replied, “I have never thought of making a comparison between them.”


  “Well—how were you taken?”


  “We were, as I have said, on a visit to our father, who dwelt sometimes in a small village on the shores of the Forth, for the sake of bathing in the sea—for he is sickly. One night, while we slept, a Norse long-ship came to land. Those who should have been watching slumbered. The Norsemen surrounded my father’s house without awaking anyone, and, entering by a window which had not been securely fastened, overpowered Hake and me before we knew where we were. We struggled hard, but what could two unarmed men do among fifty? The noise we made, however, roused the village and prevented the vikings from discovering our father’s room, which was on the upper floor. They had to fight their way back to the ship, and lost many men on the road, but they succeeded in carrying us two on board, bound with cords. They took us over the sea to Norway. There we became slaves to King Olaf Tryggvisson, by whom, as you know, we were sent to Leif Ericsson.”


  “No doubt ye think,” said Freydissa, “that if you had not been caught sleeping ye would have given the Norsemen some trouble to secure you.”


  They both laughed at this.


  “We have had some thoughts of that kind,” said Hake brightly, “but truly we did give them some trouble even as it was.”


  “I knew it,” cried the dame rather sharply; “the conceit of you men goes beyond all bounds! Ye always boast of what valiant deeds you would have done if something or other had been in your favour.”


  “We made no boast,” replied Heika gravely.


  “If you did not speak it, ye thought it, I doubt not.—But, tell me, is your land as good a land as Norway?”


  “We love it better,” replied Heika.


  “But is it better?” asked Freydissa.


  “We would rather dwell in it than in Norway,” said Hake.


  “We hope not. But we would prefer to be in our own land,” replied the elder brother, sadly, “for there is no place like home.”


  At this point Karlsefin and the rest of the party came back to the shore and put an end to the conversation. Returning on board they drew up the anchor, hoisted sail, and again put out to sea.
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  Chapter Seven.


  Songs and Sagas—Vinland at Last!


  



  In days of old, just as in modern times, tars, when at sea, were wont to assemble on the “fo’c’sle,” or forecastle, and spin yarns—as we have seen—when the weather was fine and their work was done.


  One sunny afternoon, on the forecastle of Karlsefin’s ship—which, by the way, was called “The Snake,” and had a snake’s head and neck for a figure-head—there was assembled a group of seamen, among whom were Tyrker the Turk, one of Thorward’s men named Swend, who was very stout and heavy, and one of Karlsefin’s men called Krake, who was a wild jocular man with a peculiar twang in his speech, the result of having been long a prisoner in Ireland. We mention these men particularly, because it was they who took the chief part in conversations and in story-telling. The two Scots were also there, but they were very quiet, and talked little; nevertheless, they were interested and attentive listeners. Olaf was there also, all eyes and ears,—for Olaf drank in stories, and songs, and jests, as the sea-sand drinks water—so said Tyrker; but Krake immediately contradicted him, saying that when the sea-sand was full of water it drank no more, as was plain from the fact that it did not drink up the sea, whereas Olaf went on drinking and was never satisfied.


  “Come, sing us a song, Krake,” cried Tyrker, giving the former a slap on the shoulder; “let us hear how the Danish kings were served by the Irish boys.”


  “Not I,” said Krake, firmly. “I’ve told ye two stories already. It’s Hake’s turn now to give us a song, or what else he pleases.”


  “But you’ll sing it after Hake has sung, won’t you, Krake?” pleaded several of the men.


  “I’ll not say ‘No’ to that.”


  Hake, who possessed a soft and deep bass voice of very fine quality, at once acceded to the request for a song. Crossing his arms on his chest, and looking, as if in meditation, towards the eastern horizon, he sang, to one of his national airs, “The Land across the Sea.”


  The deep pathos of Hake’s voice, more than the words, melted these hardy Norsemen almost to tears, and for a few minutes effectually put to flight the spirit of fun that had prevailed.


  “That’s your own composin’, I’ll be bound,” said Krake, “an’ sure it’s not bad. It’s Scotland you mean, no doubt, by the land across the sea. Ah! I’ve heard much of that land. The natives are very fond of it, they say. It must be a fine country. I’ve heard Irishmen, who have been there, say that if it wasn’t for Ireland they’d think it the finest country in the world.”


  “No doubt,” answered Hake with a laugh, “and I dare say Swend, there, would think it the finest country in the world after Norway.”


  “Ha! Gamle Norge,” (Old Norway) said Swend with enthusiasm, “there is no country like that under the sun.”


  “Except Greenland,” said Olaf, stoutly.


  “Or Iceland,” observed Biarne, who had joined the group. “Where can you show such mountains—spouting fire, and smoke, and melted stones,—or such boiling fountains, ten feet thick and a hundred feet high, as we have in Iceland?”


  “That’s true,” observed Krake, who was an Icelander.


  “Oh!” exclaimed Tyrker, with a peculiar twist of his ugly countenance, “Turkey is the land that beats all others completely.”


  At this there was a general laugh.


  “Why, how can that be?” cried Swend, who was inclined to take up the question rather hotly. “What have you to boast of in Turkey?”


  “Eh! What have we not, is the question. What shall I say? Ha! we have grapes there; and we do make such a drink of them—Oh!—”


  Here Tyrker screwed his face and figure into what was meant for a condition of ecstasy.


  “’Twere well that they had no grapes there, Tyrker,” said Biarne, “for if all be true that Karlsefin tells us of that drink, they would be better without it.”


  “I wish I had it!” remarked Tyrker, pathetically.


  “Well, it is said that we shall find grapes in Vinland,” observed Swend, “and as we are told there is everything else there that man can desire, our new country will beat all the others put together,—so hurrah for Vinland!”


  The cheer was given with right good-will, and then Tyrker reminded Krake of his promise to sing a song. Krake, whose jovial spirits made him always ready for anything, at once struck up to a rattling ditty:—


  
    The Danish Kings.

     

    One night when one o’ the Irish Kings

        Was sleeping in his bed,

    Six Danish Kings—so Sigvat sings—

        Came an’ cut off his head.

    The Irish boys they heard the noise,

        And flocked unto the shore;

    They caught the kings, and put out their eyes,

        And left them in their gore.

     

    Chorus—Oh! this is the way we served the kings,

        

        An’ spoiled their pleasure, the dirty things,

        When they came to harry and flap their wings

        

        Upon the Irish shore-ore,

        

        

        Upon the Irish shore.

     

    Next year the Danes took terrible pains

        To wipe that stain away;

    They came with a fleet, their foes to meet,

        Across the stormy say.

    Each Irish carl great stones did hurl

        In such a mighty rain,

    The Danes went down, with a horrible stoun,

        An’ never came up again!

         

        Oh! this is the way, etcetera.


  


  The men were still laughing and applauding Krake’s song when Olaf, who chanced to look over the bow of the vessel, started up and shouted “Land, ho!” in a shrill voice, that rang through the whole ship.


  Instantly, the poop and forecastle were crowded, and there, on the starboard bow, they saw a faint blue line of hills far away on the horizon. Olaf got full credit for having discovered the land first on this occasion; and for some time everything else was forgotten in speculations as to what this new land would turn out to be; but the wind, which had been getting lighter every hour that day, died away almost to a calm, so that, as there was no prospect of reaching the land for some hours, the men gradually fell back to their old places and occupation.


  “Now, then, Krake,” said Tyrker, “tell us the story about that king you were talking of the other day; which was it? Harald—”


  “Ay, King Harald,” said Krake, “and how he came to get the name of Greyskin. Well, you must know that it’s not many years ago since my father, Sigurd, was a trader between Iceland and Norway. He went to other places too, sometimes—and once to Ireland, on which occasion it was that I was taken prisoner and kept so long in the country, that I became an Irishman. But after escaping and getting home I managed to change back into an Icelander, as ye may see! Well, in my father’s younger days, before I was born—which was a pity! for he needed help sorely at that time, and I would have been just the man to turn myself handy to any sort of work; however, it wasn’t my fault,—in his younger days, my father one summer went over from Iceland to Norway,—his ship loaded till she could hardly float, with skins and peltry, chiefly grey wolves. It’s my opinion that the reason she didn’t go down was that they had packed her so tight there was no room for the water to get in and sink her. Anyway, over the sea she went and got safe to Norway.


  “At that time King Harald, one of the sons of Eric, reigned in Norway, after the death of King Hakon the Good. He and my father were great friends, but they had not met for some time; and not since Harald had come to his dignity. My father sailed to Hardanger, intending to dispose of his pelts there if he could. Now, King Harald generally had his seat in Hordaland and Bogaland, and some of his brothers were usually with him; but it chanced that year that they went to Hardanger, so my father and the king met, and had great doings, drinking beer and talking about old times when they were boys together.


  “My father then went to the place where the greatest number of people were met in the fiord, but nobody would buy any of his skins. He couldn’t understand this at all, and was very much annoyed at it, and at night when he was at supper with the king he tells him about it. The king was in a funny humour that night. He had dashed his beard with beer to a great extent, and laughed heartily sometimes without my father being able to see what was the joke. But my father was a knowing man. He knew well enough that people are sometimes given to hearty laughter without troubling themselves much about the joke—especially when they are beery,—so he laughed too, out of friendliness, and was very sociable.


  “When my father went away the king promised to pay him a visit on board of his ship next day, which he did, sure enough; and my father took care to let it be known that he was coming, so there was no lack of the principal people thereabouts. They had all come down together, by the merest chance, to the place where the ship lay, just to enjoy the fresh air—being fresher there that day than at most other places on the fiord, no doubt!


  “King Harald came with a fully-manned boat, and a number of followers. He was very condescending and full of fun, as he had been the night before. When he was going away he looked at the skins, and said to my father, ‘Wilt thou give me a present of one of these wolf-skins?’


  “‘Willingly,’ says my father, ‘and as many more as you please.’


  “On this, the king wrapped himself up in a wolf-skin and went back to his boat and rowed away. Immediately after, all the boats in his suite came alongside and looked at the wolf-skins with great admiration, and every man bought just such another wolf-skin as the king had got. In a few days so many people came to buy skins, that not half of them could be served with what they wanted, and the upshot was that my father’s vessel was cleared out down to the keel, and thereafter the king went, as you know, by the name of Harald Greyskin.


  “But here we are, comrades,” continued Krake, rising, “drawing near to the land,—I’ll have a look at it.”


  The country off which they soon cast anchor was flat and overgrown with wood; and the strand far around consisted of white sand, and was very low towards the sea. Biarne said that it was the country to which Leif had given the name of Markland, because it was well-wooded; they therefore went ashore in the small boat, but finding nothing in particular to attract their interest, they soon returned on board and again put to sea with an onshore wind from the north-east. (Some antiquaries appear to be of opinion that Helloland must have been Newfoundland, and Markland some part of Nova Scotia.)


  For two days they continued their voyage with the same wind, and then made land for the third time and found it to be an island. It was blowing hard at the time, and Biarne advised that they should take shelter there and wait for good weather. This they did, and, as before, a few of them landed to explore the country, but there was not much to take note of. Little Olaf, who was one of the explorers, observed dew on the grass, and, remembering that Leif had said that the dew on one of the islands which he met with was sweet, he shook some into the hollow of his hand and tasted it, but looked disappointed.


  “Are you thirsty, Olaf?” asked Karlsefin, who, with Biarne, walked beside him.


  “No, but I wondered if the dew would be sweet. My father said it was, on one of the islands he came to.”


  “Foolish boy,” said Biarne, laughing; “Leif did but speak in a figure. He was very hot and tired at the time, and found the dew sweet to his thirsty spirit as well as refreshing to his tongue.”


  “Thus you see, Olaf,” observed Karlsefin, with a sly look at Biarne, “whenever you chance to observe your father getting angry, and hear him say that his beer is sour, you are not to suppose that it is really sour, but must understand that it is only sour to his cross spirit as well as disagreeable to his tongue.”


  Olaf received this with a loud laugh, for, though he was puzzled for a moment by Biarne’s explanation, he saw through the jest at once.


  “Well, Biarne,” returned Olaf; “whether the dew was sweet to my father’s tongue or to his spirit I cannot tell, but I remember that when he told us about the sweet dew, he said it was near to the island where he found it that the country he called Vinland lay. So, if this be the sweet-dew island, Vinland cannot be far off.”


  “The boy is sharp beyond his years,” said Karlsefin, stopping abruptly and looking at Biarne; “what thinkest thou of that?”


  “I think,” replied the other, “that Olaf will be a great discoverer some day, for it seems to me not unlikely that he may be right.”


  “Come, we shall soon see,” said Karlsefin, turning round and hastening back to the boat.


  Biarne either had not seen this particular spot on his former visit to these shores, which is quite probable, or he may have forgotten it, for he did not recognise it as he had done the first land they made; but before they left Ericsfiord, Leif had given them a very minute and careful description of the appearance of the coast of Vinland, especially of that part of it where he had made good his landing and set up his booths, so that the explorers might be in a position to judge correctly when they should approach it. Nevertheless, as every one knows, regions, even when well defined, may wear very different aspects when seen by different people, for the first time, from different points of view. So it was on this occasion. The voyagers had hit the island a short distance further south than the spot where Leif came upon it, and did not recognise it in the least. Indeed they had begun to doubt whether it really was an island at all. But now that Olaf had awakened their suspicions, they hastened eagerly on board the “Snake,” and sailed round the coast until they came into a sound which lay between the Island and a cape that jutted out northward from the land.


  “’Tis Vinland!” cried Biarne in an excited tone.


  “Don’t be too sure of that,” said Thorward, as a sudden burst of sunshine lit up land and sea.


  “I cannot be too sure,” cried Biarne, pointing to the land. “See, there is the ness that Leif spoke of going out northwards from the land; there is the island; here, between it and the ness, is the sound, and yonder, doubtless, is the mouth of the river which comes out of the lake where the son of Eric built his booths. Ho! Vinland! hurrah!” he shouted, enthusiastically waving his cap above his head.


  The men were not slow to echo his cheer, and they gave it forth not a whit less heartily.


  “’Tis a noble land to look upon,” said Gudrid, who with the other females of the party had been for some time gazing silently and wistfully towards it.


  “Perchance it may be a great land some day,” observed Karlsefin.


  “Who knows?” murmured Thorward in a contemplative tone.


  “Ay, who knows?” echoed Biarne; “time and luck can work wonders.”


  “God’s blessing can work wonders,” said Karlsefin, impressively; “may He grant it to us while we sojourn here!”


  With that he gave orders to prepare to let go the anchor, but the sound, over which they were gliding slowly before a light wind, was very shallow, and he had scarcely ceased speaking when the ship struck with considerable violence, and remained fast upon the sand.


  



  [image: ChapterEnd]


  Chapter Eight.


  A Chapter of Incidents and Exploration, in which a Bear and a Whale Play Prominent Parts.


  



  Although arrested thus suddenly and unexpectedly in their progress toward the shore, these resolute Norsemen were not to be balked in their intention of reaching the land that forenoon—for it was morning when the vessel stuck fast on the shallows.


  The tide was ebbing at the time, so that Karlsefin knew it would be impossible to get the ship off again until the next flood-tide. He therefore waited till the water was low enough, and then waded to the land accompanied by a large band of men. We need scarcely say that they were well-armed. In those days men never went abroad either by land or sea without their armour, which consisted of swords, axes, spears and bows for offence, with helmets and shields for defence. Some of the men of wealth and position also wore defensive armour on their breasts, thighs, and shins, but most of the fighting men were content to trust to the partial protection afforded by tunics of thick skin.


  They were not long of reaching the mouth of the river which Biarne had pointed out, and, after proceeding up its banks for a short distance, were convinced that this must be the very spot they were in search of.


  “Now, Biarne,” said Karlsefin, stopping and sitting down on a large stone, “I have no doubt that this is Leif’s river, for it is broad and deep as he told us, therefore we will take our ship up here. Nevertheless, before doing so, it would be a satisfaction to make positively certain that we are in the right way, and this we may do by sending one or two of our men up into the land, who, by following the river, will come to the lake where Leif built his booths, and so bring us back the news of them. Meanwhile we can explore the country here till they return.”


  Biarne and Thorward thought this advice good, and both offered to lead the party to be sent there.


  “For,” said Thorward, “they may meet with natives, and if the natives here bear any resemblance to the Skraelingers, methinks they won’t receive us with much civility.”


  “I have thought of that,” returned Karlsefin with a smile, “but I like not your proposal. What good would it do that either you or Biarne should lead so small a party if ye were assaulted by a hundred or more savages, as might well be the case?”


  “Why, we could at all events retreat fighting,” retorted Thorward in a slightly offended tone.


  “With fifty, perhaps, in front, to keep you in play, and fifty detached to tickle you in rear.”


  Thorward laughed at this, and so did Biarne. “Well, if the worst came to the worst,” said the latter, “we could at any rate sell our lives dearly.”


  “And, pray, what good would that do to us?” demanded Karlsefin.


  “Well, well, have it your own way, skipper,” said Biarne; “it seems to me, nevertheless, that if we were to advance with the whole of the men we have brought on shore with us, we should be in the same predicament, for twenty men could not easily save themselves from a hundred—or, as it might be, a thousand—if surrounded in the way you speak of.”


  “Besides that,” added Thorward, “it seems to me a mean thing to send out only one or two of our men without a leader to cope with such possible dangers, unless indeed they were possessed of more than mortal powers.”


  “Why, what has become of your memories, my friends?” exclaimed Karlsefin. “Are there none of our men possessed of powers that are, at all events, more than those of ordinary mortals?”


  “O-ho! Hake and Heika! I forgot them,” cried Biarne; “the very men for the work, to be sure!”


  “No doubt of it,” said Karlsefin. “If they meet with natives who are friendly, well and good; if they meet with no natives at all,—better. If they meet with unfriendly natives, they can show them their heels; and I warrant you that, unless the natives here be different from most other men, the best pair of savage legs in Vinland will fail to overtake the Scottish brothers.”


  Thorward agreed that this was a good plan, but cautioned Karlsefin to give the brothers strict injunctions to fly, and not upon any account to fight; “for,” said he, “these doughty Scots are fiery and fierce when roused, and from what I have seen of them will, I think, be much more disposed to use their legs in running after their foes than in running away from them.”


  This having been settled, the brothers were called, and instructed to proceed into the woods and up the bank of the river as quickly as possible, until they should come to a lake on the margin of which they would probably see a few small huts. On discovering these they were to turn immediately and hasten back. They were also particularly cautioned as to their behaviour in the event of meeting with natives, and strictly forbidden to fight, if these should be evil disposed, but to run back at full speed to warn their friends, so that they might be prepared for any emergency.


  “Nevertheless,” said Karlsefin, in conclusion, “ye may carry weapons with you if ye will.”


  “Thanks,” replied Heika. “As, however, you appear to doubt our powers of self-restraint, we will relieve your mind by going without them.”


  Thus instructed and warned, the brothers tightened their belts, and, leaping nimbly into the neighbouring brake, disappeared from view.


  “A pair of proper men,” said Karlsefin.—“And now, comrades, we will explore the neighbourhood together, for it is advisable to ascertain all we can of the nature of our new country, and that as quickly as may be. It is needful, also, to do so without scattering, lest we be set upon unexpectedly by any lurking foe. This land is not easily surveyed like Iceland or Greenland, being, as you see, covered with shrubs and trees, which somewhat curtail our vision, and render caution the more necessary.”


  While the Norsemen were engaged in examining the woods near the coast, the two Scots held on their way into the interior. There was something absolutely exhilarating, as Krake once remarked, in the mere beholding of these brothers’ movements. They had been famed for agility and endurance even in their own country. They did not run, but trotted lightly, and appeared to be going at a moderate pace, when in reality it would have compelled an ordinary runner to do his best to keep up with them. Yet they did not pant or show any other symptom of distress. On the contrary, they conversed occasionally in quiet tones, as men do when walking. They ran abreast as often as the nature of the ground would allow them to do so, taking their leaps together when they came to small obstructions, such as fallen trees or brooks of a few feet wide; but when they came to creeks of considerable width, the one usually paused to see the other spring over, and then followed him.


  Just after having taken a leap of this kind, and while they were running silently side by side along the margin of the river, they heard a crash among the bushes, and next instant a fine deer sprang into an open space in front of them. The brothers bent forward, and, flying like the wind, or like arrows from a bow, followed for a hundred yards or so—then stopped abruptly and burst into a hearty fit of laughter.


  “Ah! Heika,” exclaimed the younger, “that fellow would be more than a match for us if we could double our speed. We have no chance with four-legged runners.”


  While he was speaking they resumed the jog-trot pace, and soon afterwards came to a rocky ridge, that seemed to traverse the country for some distance. Here they were compelled to walk, and in some places even to clamber, the ground being very rugged.


  Here also they came to a small branch or fork of the river that appeared to find its way to the sea through another channel. It was deep, and although narrow in comparison with the parent stream, was much too broad to be leaped over. The pioneers were therefore obliged to swim. Being almost as much at home in the water as otters, they plunged in, clothes and all, without halting, and in a few seconds had gained the other side.


  When they reached the top of the ridge they stopped and gazed in silent admiration, for there lay stretched out before them a vast woodland scene of most exquisite beauty. Just at their feet was the lake of which they were in search; some parts of it bright as the blue sky which its unruffled breast reflected; other parts dark almost to blackness with the images of rocks and trees. Everywhere around lay a primeval wilderness of wood and water which it is beyond the power of mortal pen adequately to describe; and while all was suffused with the golden light of an early summer sun, and steeped in the repose of an absolutely calm day, the soft and plaintive cries of innumerable wild-fowl enlivened, without disturbing, the profound tranquillity of the scene.


  “Does it not remind you of our own dear land?” said Heika in a low soft voice.


  “Ay, like the lowlands on the shores of the Forth fiord,” replied Hake, in the same low tone, as if he feared to break the pleasing stillness; “and there, surely, are the booths we were to search for—see, in the hollow, at the head of yonder bay, with the gravelly beach and the birch-trees hanging from the rocks as if they wished to view themselves in the watery mirror.”


  “True—there are three of them visible. Let us descend and examine.”


  “Hist! Some one appears to have got there before us,” said Hake, laying his hand on his brother’s shoulder and pointing in the direction of the huts.


  “It is not a human visitor, methinks,” observed Heika.


  “More like a bear,” returned Hake.


  In order to set the question at rest the brothers hastened round by the woods to a spot immediately behind the huts. There was a hill there so steep as to be almost a precipice. It overlooked the shores of the lake immediately below where the huts were, and when the pioneers came to the crest of it and peeped cautiously over, they beheld a large brown bear not far from the hut that stood nearest to the hill, busily engaged in devouring something.


  “Now it is a pity,” whispered Heika, “that we brought no arms with us. Truly, little cause have we men to be proud of our strength, for yonder beast could match fifty of us if we had nothing to depend on save our fists and feet and fingers.”


  “Why not include the teeth in your list, brother?” asked Hake, with a quiet laugh; “but it is a pity, as you say. What shall—”


  He stopped abruptly, for a large boulder, or mass of rock, against which he leaned, gave way under him, made a sudden lurch forward and then stuck fast.


  “Ha! a dangerous support,” said Hake, starting back; “but, hist! suppose we shove it down on the bear?”


  “A good thought,” replied Heika, “if we can move the mass, which seems doubtful; but let us try. Something may be gained by trying—nothing lost.”


  The boulder, which had been so balanced on the edge of the steep hill that a gentle pressure moved it, was a mass of rock weighing several tons, the moving of which would have been a hopeless task for twenty men to attempt, but it stood balanced on the extreme edge of the turn of the hill, and the little slip it had just made rendered its position still more critical; so that, when the young men lay down with their backs against a rock, placed their feet upon it and pushed with all their might, it slowly yielded, toppled over, and rolled with a tremendous surge through a copse which lay immediately below it.


  The brothers leaped up and gazed in breathless eagerness to observe the result. The bear, hearing the crash, looked up with as much surprise as the visage of that stupid creature is capable of expressing. The thing was so suddenly done that the bear seemed to have no time to form an opinion or get alarmed, for it stood perfectly still, while the boulder, bounding from the copse, went crashing down the hill, cutting a clear path wherever it touched, attaining terrific velocity, and drawing an immense amount of débris after it. The direction it took happened to be not quite straight for the animal, whose snout it passed within six or eight feet—causing him to shrink back and growl—as it rushed smoking onward over the level bit of sward beneath, through the mass of willows beyond, across the gravelly strand and out to the lake, into which it plunged and disappeared amid a magnificent spout of foam. But the avalanche of earth and stones which its mad descent had created did not let Bruin off so easily. One after another these latter, small and large, went pattering and dashing against him,—some on his flank, some on his ribs, and others on his head. He growled of course, yet stood the fire nobly for a few seconds, but when, at last, a large boulder hit him fairly on the nose, he gave vent to a squeal which terminated in a passionate roar as he turned about and made for the open shore, along which for some distance he ran with the agility of a monstrous wild-cat, and finally leaped out of sight into his forest home!


  The brothers looked at each other with sparkling eyes, and next moment the woods resounded with their merriment, as they held their sides and leaned for support against a neighbouring cliff.


  Heika was first to recover himself.


  “Hold, brother,” he exclaimed, “we laugh loud enough to let Bruin know who it was that injured him, or to bring all the savages in these woods down upon us. Peace, man, peace, and let us return to our friends.”


  “As soon as ye please, brother,” said Hake, still laughing as he tightened his belt, “but was it not rare fun to see Bruin stand that stony rain so manfully until his tender point was touched? And then how he ran! ’Twas worth coming here to see a bear leave off his rolling gait so and run like a very wild-cat.—Now I’m ready.”


  Without staying to make further examination of Leif’s old huts—for from the place where they stood all the six of them could be clearly seen—the young pioneers started on their return to the coast. They ran back with much greater speed than they had pushed forward—fearing that their companions might be getting impatient or alarmed about them. They did not even converse, but with heads up, chests forward, and elbows bent, addressed themselves to a quick steady run, which soon brought them to the branch of the river previously mentioned. Here they stopped for a moment before plunging in.


  “Suppose that we run down its bank,” suggested Hake, “and see whether there be not a shallow crossing.”


  “Surely ye have not grown afraid of water, Hake?”


  “No, not I, but I should like to see whither this branch trends, and what it is like; besides, the divergence will not cost us much time, as we can cross at any point we have a mind to, and come at the main river again through the woods.”


  “Well, I will not balk you—come on.”


  They accordingly descended the smaller streams and found it to be broken by various little cascades and rapids, with here and there a longish reach of pebbly ground where the stream widened into a shallow rippling river with one or two small islands in it. At one of these places they crossed where it was only knee-deep in the centre, and finally stopped at the end of a reach, where a sudden narrowing of the banks produced a brawling rapid. Below this there was a deep pool caused by a great eddy.


  “Now, we go no further,” said Heika. “Here we shall cross through the woods to the main branch.”


  “’Tis a pretty stream,” observed Hake when they were about to leave it.


  As he spoke a large salmon leaped high out of the pool below, flashed for one moment in the sunshine like a bar of living silver, and fell back into the water with a sounding splash. Hake caught his breath and opened wide his eyes!


  “Truly that is a good sight to the eyes of a Scotsman,” said Heika, gazing with interest at the place where the fish had disappeared; “it reminds me of my native land.”


  “Ay, and me of my dinner,” observed Hake, smacking his lips.


  “Out upon thee, man!” cried Heika, “how can ye couple our native land with such a matter-o’-fact thought as dinner?”


  “Why, it would be hard to uncouple the thought of dinner from our native land,” returned Hake, with a laugh, as they entered the forest; “for every man—not to mention woman—within its circling coast-line is a diner, and so by hook or crook must daily have his dinner.—But say, brother, is it not matter of satisfaction, as well as matter of fact, that the waters of this Vinland shall provide us with abundance of food not less surely than the land? If things go on as they have begun I shall be well content to stay here.”


  “Ye do not deserve the name of Scot, Hake,” said the other gravely. “My heart is in Scotland; it is not here.”


  “True, I know it,” replied Hake, with a touch of feeling; “in a double sense, too, for your betrothed is there. Nevertheless, as I did not leave my heart behind me; surely there is no sin in taking some pleasure in this new land. But heed not my idle talk, brother. You and I shall yet live to see the bonny hills of—. Ha! here we are on the big stream once more, sooner than I had expected, and, if I mistake not, within hail of our comrades.”


  Hake was right. The moment they emerged from the woods upon the open bank of the large river they saw a party of men in the distance approaching them, and, an instant later, a loud halloo assured them that these were their friends.


  When the pioneers had related all that they had seen and done, the whole party returned to the shore and hailed the ship, for, the tide having risen, they could not now reach it by wading. A boat was immediately sent for them, and great was the interest manifested by all on board to learn the news of Vinland. They had time to give an account of all that had been done and seen, because it still wanted an hour of flood-tide, and the ship still lay immoveable.


  While they were thus engaged, Gudrid happened to cast her eyes over the stern of the ship, and thought she saw an object moving in the water.


  “What is that I see?” she said, pointing towards it.


  “The great sea-serpent!” exclaimed Biarne, shading his eyes with his hand.


  “Or his ghost,” remarked Krake.


  From which observations, coupled together, it would appear that the famous monster referred to was known by repute to the Norsemen of the eleventh century, though he was to some extent regarded as a myth!


  Be this as it may, the object which now attracted the attention and raised the eyebrows of all on board the “Snake” evidently possessed life, for it was very active—wildly so—besides being large. It darted hither and thither, apparently without aim, sending the water in curling foam before it. Suddenly it made straight for the ship, then it turned at a tangent and made for the island; anon it wheeled round, and rushed, like a mad creature, to the shore.


  Then arose a deafening shout from the men—


  “A whale! an embayed whale!”


  And so in fact it was; a large whale, which, as whales will sometimes do—blind ones, perhaps—had lost its way, got entangled among the sandbanks lying between the island and the shore, and was now making frantic efforts to escape.


  Need we say that a scene of the wildest excitement ensued among the men! The two boats—one of which was, as we have said, a large one—were got ready, barbed spears and lances and ropes were thrown into them, as many men as they could hold with safety jumped in, and pulled away, might and main, after the terrified whale.


  You may be sure, reader, that little Olaf was there, fast by the side of his friend and hero Karlsefin, who took charge of the large boat, with Thorward in the bow to direct him how to steer. Biarne was there too as a matter of course, in charge of the little boat, with Krake as his bowman and Tyrker pulling the stroke-oar. For Tyrker was strong, though little, ugly, and old, and had a peculiar talent for getting involved in any fighting, fun, or mischief that chanced to be in hand. Men said that he was afraid of dying in his bed, and had made up his mind to rush continually into the jaws of danger until they should close upon and crush him; but we are of opinion that this was a calumny. Those of the men who were necessarily left in the ship could scarce be prevented from swimming after the boats as they shot away, and nothing but the certainty of being drowned restrained them from making the mad attempt. As it was, they clambered upon the figure-head and up the rigging, where, with gaping mouths and staring eyes, they watched the movements of their more fortunate companions.


  Meanwhile the whale had made what appeared to be a grand and final neck-or-nothing rush in the direction of the shore. Of course he was high, although not dry, in a few seconds. That is to say, he got into water so shallow that he stuck fast, with his great head and shoulders raised considerably out of the sea, in which position he began to roll, heave, spout, and lash his mighty tail with a degree of violence that almost approached sublimity.


  He was in these circumstances when the Norsemen came up; for though too shallow for the whale, the water was quite deep enough for the boats.


  Being light, the small boat reached the scene of action first. Krake stood up in the bow to be ready. He held in his hand a curious wooden spear with a loose barb tipped with the tusk of a walrus. It had been procured from one of the Greenland Skraelingers. A rope was attached to it.


  As they drew near, the whale stopped for an instant, probably to recover breath. Krake raised his spear—the fish raised his tail. Whizz! went the spear. Down came the tail with a thunderclap, and next moment mud, sand, water, stones, foam, and blood, were flying in cataracts everywhere as the monster renewed its struggles.


  “Back! back oars!” shouted Biarne, as they were almost swamped by the flood.


  The men obeyed with such good-will that Krake was thrown head-foremost over the bow.


  “Hold fast!” yelled Krake on coming to the surface.


  “If ye had held fast ye wouldn’t have been there,” said Biarne; “where are ye?”


  He rose again out of the foam, yelled, and tossed up his arms.


  “Can the man not swim?” cried Biarne, in alarm; “pull, boys, pull!”


  The men were already pulling with such force that they almost went over the man. As they rubbed past him Hake dropped his oar and caught him by the hair, Biarne leaned over the side and got him by the breeches, and with a vigorous heave they had him inboard.


  “Why, Krake, I thought you could swim!” said Biarne.


  “Ay, so I can, but who could swim with a coil of rope round his neck and legs?”


  The poor man had indeed been entangled in the rope of the spear, so that he could not use his limbs freely.


  No more was said, however, for they were still in dangerous proximity to the tail of the struggling fish, and had to pull out of its way.


  Meanwhile the large boat, profiting by the experience of the small one, had kept more towards the whale’s head, and, before Krake had been rescued, Thorward sent a Skraelinger spear deep into its shoulder. But this only acted as a spur to the huge creature, and made it heave about with such violence that it managed to slew right round with its head offshore.


  At this the men could not restrain a shout of alarm, for they knew that if the whale were to succeed in struggling again into water where it could swim, it would carry away spears and ropes; or, in the event of these holding on, would infallibly capsize and sink the boats.


  “Come, drive in your spears!” shouted Karlsefin in a voice of thunder, for his usually quiet spirit was now deeply stirred.


  Thorward and one of the men threw their spears, but the latter missed and the former struck his weapon into a part that was too thick to do much injury, though it was delivered with great force and went deep.


  “This will never do!” cried Karlsefin, leaping up; “here, Swend, take the helm. Ho! hand me that spear, quick! Now, lads, pull, pull, with heart and limb!”


  As he spoke he sprang like a roused giant into the bow of the boat and caught up a spear. The men obeyed his orders. The boat rushed against the whale’s side, and, with its impetus added to his own Herculean strength, Karlsefin thrust the spear deep down into the monster’s body just behind the shoulder fin.


  The crimson stream that immediately gushed forth besprinkled all in the boat and dyed the sea around.


  “That is his life-blood,” said Karlsefin, with a grim smile; “you may back off now, lads.”


  This was done at once. The small boat was also ordered to back off, and those in it obeyed not a moment too soon, for immediately after receiving the deadly wound the whale went into a violent dying struggle. It soon subsided. There were one or two mighty heavings of the shoulder; then a shudder ran through the huge carcase, and it rolled slowly over in a relaxed manner which told significantly that the great mysterious life had fled.
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  Chapter Nine.


  The First Night in Vinland.


  



  The prize which had thus fallen into the hands of the Norsemen was of great importance, because it furnished a large supply of food, which thus enabled them to go leisurely to work in establishing themselves, instead of, as would otherwise have been the case, spending much of their time and energy in procuring that necessity of life by hunting and fishing.


  It was also exceedingly fortunate that the whale had been killed a little before the time of high water, because that enabled them to fasten ropes through its nose and row with it still farther in to the shore. This accomplished, the boats made several trips back to the ship and landed all the men, and these, with a number of ropes, hauled up the carcase foot by foot as the tide rose. After reaching a certain point at high water they could get it up no farther, and when the tide turned all the men twice doubled could not have budged it an inch. The ropes were therefore tied together and lengthened until they reached a strong tree near the beach, to which they were fastened.


  Leaving their prize thus secured they hastened back to the ship, hauled up the anchor, and made for the mouth of the river, but they had lost so much of the flood-tide, in consequence of their battle with the whale, and the evening was so far advanced, that they resolved to delay further proceedings until the following day.


  The ship was therefore hauled close in to the land at the river’s mouth and allowed to take the ground on a spit of sand. Here the men landed and soon built up a pile of stones, between which and the ship a gangway was made. The women were thus enabled to walk comfortably ashore. And here, on a grassy spot, they pitched their tents for the first time in Vinland.


  Provisions were now brought on shore and large fires were kindled which blazed up and glared magnificently as the night drew on, rendering the spit of sand with the grassy knoll in the centre of it quite a cheerful and ruddy spot. A few trees were cut down and stretched across the spit at its neck on the land side, and there several sentinels were placed as a precaution—for which there seemed little occasion.


  Karlsefin then set up a pole with a flag on it and took formal possession of this new land, after which the whole colony sat down on the grass—some under the tents, others under the starry sky—to supper. The cattle, it may here be noted, were not landed at this place, as they were to be taken up the river next day, but their spirits were refreshed with a good supply of new-mown grass, so that it is to be hoped, and presumed, they rejoiced not less than their human companions in the satisfactory state of things.


  In the largest tent, Karlsefin, Biarne, Thorward, Gudrid, Freydissa, Astrid, and Olaf, sat down to a sumptuous repast of dried Greenland-fish and fresh Vinland-whale, besides which they had soup and beer. Being healthy and hungry, they did full justice to the good things. Bertha and Thora served and then joined in the repast.


  “This is pleasant, isn’t it, Freydissa?” asked Biarne, with his mouth full.


  Freydissa, with her mouth not quite so full, admitted that it was, for she happened to be in an amiable humour—as well she might!


  “Come, let us pledge the new land in a can of beer,” cried Biarne, pouring the beverage out of an earthenware jar into a squat old Norse flagon of embossed silver. “Thorward, fill up!”


  “I will join you heartily in that,” cried Thorward, suiting the action to the word.


  “And I,” said Karlsefin, raising an empty flagon to his lips, “will pledge it in a wish. I wish—prosperity to Vinland!”


  “Come, Karlsefin,” remonstrated Biarne, “forego austerity for once, and drink.”


  “Not I,” returned the skipper, with a laugh.


  “Wherefore not?”


  “First, because a wish is quite as potent as a drink in that respect; second, because our beer is nearly finished, and we have not yet the means to concoct more, so that it were ill-advised to rob you, Biarne, by helping to consume that which I do not like; and, last of all, I think it a happy occasion this in which to forswear beer altogether!”


  “Have thy way,” said Biarne, helping himself to another whale-steak of large dimensions. “You are too good a fellow to quarrel with on such trifling ground. Here, pass the jar, Thorward; I will drink his portion as well as my own.”


  “And I will join you both,” cried little Olaf with a comical turn of his eyebrows. “Here, I wish prosperity to Vinland, and drink it, too, in water.”


  “We can all join thee in that, Olaf,” said Gudrid I with an approving nod and laugh. “Come, girls, fill up your cups and pledge to Vinland.”


  “Stop!” shouted Biarne in sudden anxiety.


  They all paused with the cups half-way to their lips.


  “You must not drink, Freydissa,” he continued seriously. “Gudrid did call upon the girls to join her: surely ye don’t—”


  He was cut short by Freydissa throwing her cup of water in his face.


  With a burst of laughter Biarne fell backwards, and, partly to avoid the deluge, partly for fun, rolled out of the tent, when he got up and dried his dripping beard.


  “No more of that, fair girl, I beseech thee,” he said, resuming his place and occupation. “I will not again offend—if thou wilt not again misunderstand!”


  Freydissa made no reply to this, silence being her usual method of showing that she condescended to be in good humour—and they were all very merry over their evening meal. From the noise and laughter and songs around them, it was evident that the rest of the company were enjoying their first night on shore to the full, insomuch that Olaf was led, in the height of his glee, to express a wish that they could live in that free-and-easy fashion for ever.


  “’Tis of no use wishing it,” observed Karlsefin; “if you would insure success you must, according to Biarne, drink it in beer.”


  “I cry you mercy, skipper,” said Biarne; “if you persecute me thus I shall not be able to drink any more to-night. Hand me the jar, Thorward, and let me drink again before I come to that pass.”


  “Hark!” exclaimed Gudrid, “there must be something going to happen, for all the men have become suddenly quiet.”


  They listened intently for a moment or two, when Krake’s voice broke the deep silence:— “Come, now, don’t think so long about it, as if ye were composing something new. Every one knows, sure, that it’s about sweet Scotland you’re going to sing.”


  “Right, Krake, right,” replied a rich deep voice, which it required no sight to tell belonged to Hake, the young Scot; “but there are many songs about sweet Scotland, and I am uncertain which to choose.”


  “Let it be lively,” said Krake.


  “No, no, no,” chorussed some of the men; “let it be slow and sad.”


  “Well well,” laughed the half-Irishman—as he was fond of styling himself—“have it your own way. If ye won’t be glad, by all means be sad.”


  A moment after, Hake’s manly tones rose on the still air like the sound of an organ, while he sang one of the ancient airs of his native land, wherein, like the same airs of modern days, were sounded the praises of Scotland’s heather hills and brawling burns—her bonny daughters and her stalwart sons.


  To those in the large tent who had listened, with breathless attention and heads half averted, it was evident that song, sentiments, and singer were highly appreciated, from the burst of hearty applause at the conclusion, and the eager demand for another ditty. But Hake protested that his ruling motto was “fair play,” and that the songs must circle round.


  “So let it be,” cried Swend.—“Krake, it is your turn next.”


  “I won’t keep ye waiting,” said that worthy, “though I might do it, too, if I was to put off time selecting from the songs of old Ireland, for it’s endless they are—and in great variety. Sure, I could give ye songs about hills and streams that are superior to Scotland’s burns and braes any day—almost up to those of Gamle Norge if they were a bit higher—the hills I mean, not the songs, which are too high already for a man with a low voice—and I could sing ye a lament that would make ye shed tears enough to wash us all off the spit of land here into the sea; but that’s not in my way. I’m fond of a lively ditty, so here you are.”


  With that Krake struck up an air in which it was roundly asserted that Ireland was the finest country in the world (except Iceland, as he stopped in his song to remark); that Irish boys and girls lived in a state of perpetual hilarity and good-will, and that the boys displayed this amiable and pleasant condition chiefly in the way of kissing the girls and cracking each other’s crowns.


  After that, Swend was called on to sing, which he did of Norway with tremendous enthusiasm and noise but little melody. Then another man sang a love-ditty in a very gruff voice and much out of tune, which, nevertheless, to the man’s evident satisfaction, was laughingly applauded. After him a sentimental youth sang, in a sweet tenor voice, an Icelandic air, and then Tyrker was called on to do his part, but flatly refused to sing. He offered to tell a saga instead, however, which he did in such a manner that he made the sides of the Norsemen ache with laughter—though, to say truth, they laughed more at the teller than the tale.


  Thus with song and saga they passed the first hours of the night, while the camp-fires blazed ruddily on their weather-beaten faces, and the heavenly constellations shone, not only on the surrounding landscape, but appeared to light up another world of cloudland beneath the surface of the sleeping sea.


  At last Karlsefin went out to them.


  “Now, lads,” said he, “it is high time that you laid your heads on your pillows. Men who do not sleep well cannot labour well. To-morrow we have hard work before us in taking possession and settling our new home. God has prospered us thus far. We have made a good beginning in Vinland. May it be the foretaste of a happy ending. Away, then, and get you to rest before the night is older, and let your sleep be sound, for I will see to it that the sentinels posted round the camp are vigilant.”


  The men received this brief speech with a murmur of willing acquiescence, and at once obeyed the order; though Krake observed that he fell in with the custom merely out of respect to the opinions of his comrades, having himself long ago learned to do without sleep in Ireland, where the lads were in the habit of working—or fighting—all day, dancing all night, and going home with the girls in the morning! Each Norseman then sought a spot upon the grassy knoll suited to his taste; used his arm, or a hillock, or stone, for a pillow, or anything else that came conveniently to hand, and with his sword or axe beside him, and his shield above him as a coverlet, courted repose, while the bright stars twinkled him to sleep, and the rippling wavelets on the shore discoursed his lullaby.
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  Chapter Ten.


  Taking Possession of the New Home, an Event which is Celebrated by an Explosion and a Reconciliation.


  



  Every one knows—at least a well-known proverb assures us—that “early to bed and early to rise” conduces to health, wealth, and wisdom. The Norsemen of old would appear to have been acquainted with the proverb and the cheering prospect it holds out; perhaps they originated it; at all events, that they acted on it, and probably experienced the happy results, is evident from the fact that Karlsefin and his men not only went to bed in good time at night—as related in the last chapter—but were up and doing by daybreak on the following morning.


  Having roused the women, relieved the sentinels, struck the tents, and carried everything safely on board the Snake, they manned the oars, or large sweeps, with the stoutest of the crew, and prepared to row their vessel up the river into the lake on the shores of which they designed to fix their future home. Previous to this, however, a party of men were told off to remain behind and cut up the whale, slice the lean portions into thin layers, and dry them in the sun for winter use.


  “See that you make a good job of it,” said Karlsefin to Swend, who was left behind as the leader of the whale-party—because he was fat, as Krake said, and, therefore, admirably suited for such work—“and be careful not to let sand get amongst the meat. Cut out the whalebone too, it will be of use to us; and don’t forget that there may be enemies lurking in the woods near you. Keep your windward eye uncovered, and have your weapons always handy.”


  Swend promised to attend to these orders, and, with twenty men, armed with axes, scythes, and large knives, besides their swords, shields, bows and arrows, stood on the ness and cheered their comrades as they rowed away.


  The force of the current was not great, so that the Snake made rapid progress, and in a few hours reached the place where the small stream forked off from the main river. This they named Little River. Above that point the current was more rapid, and it became necessary to send a large party of men on shore with a tracking-rope, by means of which and the oars they at last overcame all obstacles, and finally swept out upon the bosom of the beautiful sheet of water which had afforded such delight to the eyes of the two Scots.


  “Here, then, we have got home at last,” said Karlsefin, as they rowed over the still water to a spit, or natural landing-place, near Leif’s old booths.


  “It is very beautiful,” said Gudrid, “but I find it difficult to call it home. It seems so strange, though so pleasant.”


  “You were always difficult to please, Gudrid,” said Freydissa; “surely you don’t think Greenland—cold, windy, bleak, nasty Greenland—a better home than this?”


  “Nay, sister, I made no comparison. I did but say that it seemed strange, and I’m sure that Bertha agrees with me in that—don’t you, Bertha?”


  “Indeed I do,” replied the maiden; “strange the land is, but beautiful exceedingly.”


  “Of course she’ll agree with what you say,” cried Freydissa, testily. “I would that she agreed as readily with me. It is a wonder that she is not weeping, as she is always so ready to do on the smallest provocation, or without any provocation at all.”


  “I only wept on leaving my father,” remonstrated Bertha with a winning smile. “I’m sure you have not seen me shed a tear since then. Besides, I do agree with you in this case, for I think Vinland will be a pleasant home. Don’t you too?” she added, turning round to Thora, who had been standing at her side, but Thora had moved away, and her place had been taken by Hake, the Scot.


  Bertha blushed on meeting the youth’s gaze, and the blush deepened when Hake said in a quiet undertone, that Vinland could not but be a pleasant home to him, and added that Greenland, Iceland, Norway,—anywhere,—would be equally pleasant, if only she were there!


  Poor Bertha was so taken aback by the cool and sudden boldness of this unexpected reply, that she looked hastily round in alarm lest it had been overheard; but Hake, not intending that it should be overheard, had addressed it to her ear, and fortunately at the moment the grating of the keel upon the pebbly shore drew the attention of all to the land.


  “Now, then, jump ashore, lads,” cried Biarne, “and get out the gangway. Make it broad, for our cattle must not be allowed to risk their limbs by tumbling off.”


  While Biarne superintended the gangway, Thorward prepared the live stock for their agreeable change, and Karlsefin went up to examine the state of the huts. They were found to be in excellent condition, having been well built originally, and the doors and windows having been secured against the weather by those who had used them last.


  “No natives can have been here,” observed the leader of the party to those who accompanied him, “because every fastening is secured, apparently, as it was left.”


  “Nevertheless, Sigrid and I have seen footprints in the sand,” remarked the woman Gunhild, coming up at that moment.


  “Show them to me,” said Karlsefin, with much interest.


  “Yonder they are,” replied the woman, pointing towards a sandy spot on her left, “and he who made them must have been a giant, they are so large.”


  “Truly, a dangerous giant to meet with,” observed Karlsefin, laughing, when he reached the place, “these are none other, Gunhild, than the footprints of the bear that the two Scots sent away with the toothache. But come, we will open these huts and have them put in order and made comfortable against supper-time. So, get to work all of you and see how active you can be.”


  While some of the party were busily engaged in sweeping out and arranging the huts, others shouldered their axes and went into the woods to cut down a few dead trees for firewood, and when the gangway between the ship and the shore was completed the live stock was driven on shore.


  There was something quite impressive in this part of the landing. There was a deliberate slowness in the movements of most of the animals that gave to it quite the air of a solemn procession, and must have been a good illustration, on a small scale, of the issuing of the beasts from Noah’s Ark on the top of Ararat!


  The first creature which, appropriately enough, led the van, was a lordly black bull. Little Olaf, whose tastes were somewhat peculiar, had made a pet of this bull during the voyage, and by feeding it, scratching it behind the ears, patting its nose, giving it water, and talking to it, had almost, if not altogether, won its affections. He was therefore permitted to superintend the landing of it.


  “Come, get on, Blackie,” cried Olaf, giving the bull a push on the flank as it stood on the gangway with its head high, tail slightly raised, nostrils expanded, and eyes flashing. It glanced from side to side as if to take a general survey of its new domains.


  Olaf advised it to “get on” again, but Blackie deigned to take no further notice than by a deep-toned internal rumbling.


  “Not unlike Mount Hecla when it is going to explode,” said Biarne, laughing.


  “Come back, boy, he will do you a mischief,” cried Gudrid in some alarm.


  “Why, Olaf,” said Karlsefin, “your pet is going to be disobedient. Speak louder to him.”


  Instead of speaking louder Olaf quietly grasped the brute’s tail and gave it a twist.


  The effect was wonderful and instantaneous. The huge animal rushed wildly along the gangway, leaped across the beach, making the pebbles fly as he went, scampered over the green turf and plunged into the forest, kicking up his heels, flourishing his tail and bellowing in frantic delight!


  Most of the cows went slowly and placidly along the gangway, and landed with easy-going satisfaction expressed in their patient faces, to the supreme contempt of Freydissa, who said she wished that they had all been bulls. There was one young heifer amongst them, however, which proved an exception to the rule. It glared savagely round, as if in imitation of the bull, refused point-blank to land, swerved from side to side of the gangway, backed right into the ship at the risk of its neck and limbs, attempted to charge the men, created dire confusion and alarm among the poultry, and finally fell off the gangway into the water, and scrambled on shore in a way that must have thrilled Freydissa’s heart with admiration—although she did not say so, but maintained a grim silence all the time.


  Next came the sheep, which, owing perhaps to sea-sickness, or home-sickness, or some other cause, looked remarkably sheepish, and walked on shore with as much solemnity as if each had been attending the funeral of the rest. There were about twenty of these, and after them came a dozen or so of Icelandic ponies, which, although somewhat more active than the sheep, were evidently suffering in their spirits from the effects of the recent voyage. One of them, however, on feeling the soft turf under his feet, attempted to neigh, without much success, and another said something that sounded more like a horse-laugh than anything else.


  Then followed the fowls, some of which walked, some flew, and others fluttered, according to their varying moods, with an immense deal of fuss and cackling, which was appropriately capped by the senior cock mounting on one of the huts and taking possession of the land with an ecstatic crow.


  The procession was brought up by the ducks, which waddled out of the ship, some with an expression of grave surprise, some with “quacks” of an inquiring nature, others with dubious steps and slow, while a few, with an eye to the “main chance” made ineffectual dabs at little roughnesses in their pathway, in the hope that these might turn out to be edible.


  At last all were landed and driven up into the woods, where they were left without any fear being entertained as to their going astray, seeing that they were guarded by several fine dogs, which were too much associated with the men as companions to be included in the foregoing list of the lower animals.


  “Shall we set the nets?” said Hake, going up to Karlsefin, who was busy arranging the principal hut, while the men were bringing their goods and chattels on shore. “You know we saw a salmon leap from a pool on Little River. Doubtless they are in the lake also.”


  “Try it, Hake, by all means. Go with your brother in the little boat and set them where you think best. Fresh salmon for supper would be a rare treat just now. Are you sure it was a salmon you saw, and not a large trout?”


  “Sure? Ay, as sure as I am that a horse is not a cow,” replied Hake, smiling.


  “Go then, and luck go with you.”


  The nets were soon set in the bay, near the point of the ness on which the huts were built, and near to which a small mountain-stream entered the lake.


  Suddenly a shrill angry voice was heard issuing from one of the smaller huts near the lake. It was Freydissa storming at poor Bertha. There was an occasional bass growl intermingled with it. That was Thorward remonstrating.


  “Poor Bertha,” said Karlsefin to Biarne, who was standing beside him at the time, “she has a hard mistress.”


  “Poor Thorward,” said Biarne, “he has a tough wife.”


  “Thorward will cure or kill her,” rejoined Karlsefin, with a laugh. “He is a long-suffering man, and very tender to women withal, but he is not made of butter.”


  Biarne shook his head. He evidently had not much opinion of Thorward’s resolution when opposed by the will and passion of such a termagant as Freydissa.


  “How much better ’twould have been,” said he, “if Thorward had married her maid—the sweet little fair-haired blue-eyed Bertha.”


  “Why, Biarne, methinks that thou art somewhat like to try that plan,” said his friend, looking at him in surprise, for he had spoken with much enthusiasm.


  “Not I, man,” returned Biarne, with a smile and a shake of the head. “It is long since my heart was buried in Iceland. I am doomed to be an old bachelor now.”


  They both listened at this point, for the domestic brawl in the small hut seemed to be waxing furious. Thorward’s voice was not heard so often, but when it did sound there was an unusually stern tone in it, and Freydissa’s became so loud that her words were audible.


  “It has been killed, I tell you, Bertha, by sheer carelessness. If you had fed it properly it would have been as well as the others. Don’t say you did your best for it. You didn’t. You know you didn’t. You’re a smooth-faced vixen. You are. Don’t speak. Don’t speak back, I say. Hold your tongue. You killed that kitten by carelessness.”


  “If you don’t hold your tongue, wife,” said Thorward, in a loud stern voice, “I’ll kill the cat too.”


  There was a pause here, as if the threat had taken away Freydissa’s breath.


  “Oho! that’s the poor little kitten,” whispered Karlsefin to Biarne, referring to one of a litter that had been born at sea, “that was nigh eaten by one of the dogs. Bertha had no hand in its death. I wonder it lived so long.”


  “Kill the cat?” shrieked Freydissa, stamping her foot.


  This was instantly followed by an unearthly caterwaul and the sudden appearance of a dark object in the air, which, issuing from the door of the hut, flew upwards like a sky-rocket, described a wide curve, and fell heavily about fifty yards out into the lake. Next moment Freydissa sprang from the hut and stood with clasped hands on the shore in speechless horror. Thorward immediately after came forth with a dark frown on his face, and walked away into the forest. Freydissa stood like a statue for some minutes, and then, seeing that the cat lay quite motionless, she turned, and, with a face that was deadly pale, re-entered the hut.


  “It was cruel,” observed Karlsefin sadly.


  “But salutary, perhaps,” said Biarne.


  “It may be so,” rejoined the other; “but even if Thorward’s end be a good one, a right end does not justify a wrong action.—Ah! here comes sunshine. How goes it, Gudrid?”


  Gudrid, who came forward at the moment, and knew nothing of what had occurred, said that she wanted Karlsefin’s help, if he could spare time, in order to arrange some of the fixtures in their new home.


  Assuring her that she herself was the most valuable “fixture” in the house, Karlsefin left his work and the two walked off together, while Biarne went down to the ship.


  Meanwhile Thorward returned to his hut, where he found Freydissa alone, sitting on a box with her face buried in her hands. She did not move, so he sat down beside her with a subdued look.


  “Freydissa,” he said, “I’m sorry I did that. ’Twas cruel, ’twas hard; but it is done now, and can’t be undone. Forgive me, lass, if you can.”


  She raised her head suddenly, and gazed at him with a flushed countenance.


  “Thorward,” she said with energy, “if you had come with any other tone or word I would have hated you with all the power of my heart—”


  “And that’s a strong power, Freydissa.”


  “It is. But now—”


  She threw her arms round her husband’s neck and kissed him. Thorward returned the kiss with the vigour of a man who is wont to give back more than he gets.


  “Thanks, my girl,” said he, rising, “thanks. That puts my heart at ease. As for the poor cat, she’s beyond the influence of anger or repentance now; but trust me, Freydissa, I shall fetch you the handsomest cat that can be had for love or money in all Greenland, or Iceland; ay, even if I should have to make a special voyage to get hold of it.”


  Thus did Thorward and Freydissa fall out, and thus were they reconciled, on the first day in their new home in Vinland.


  Talking this matter over with Thorward next day, Karlsefin took occasion to give his friend some sage advice.


  “Depend upon it, Thorward,” said he, “no good ever comes of quarrelling or violence, but, on the contrary, much evil. ’Tis well that you confessed your fault to her, else had she ever after held you in light esteem; because, although she deserved reproof, the cat did not deserve to be killed.”


  “Beshrew me!”


  “Nay,” interrupted Karlsefin, with a laugh, “that is the last thing you ought to say, seeing that you have had so much beshrewing already.”


  “Well, well,” said Thorward, “thou art wonderfully smart at giving good advice.”


  “Would that I could say thou wert equally smart at taking it! However, I have hope of thee, Thorward. Come, let us go see what the nets have produced. I observe Hake and Heika rowing to land.”


  It was found that the fishermen had loaded their boat with magnificent trout of all sizes—some above five or six pounds’ weight—besides a large quantity of excellent fish of other kinds, but not a single salmon had been taken. Nevertheless they had good reason to be content with their success, for the supply was sufficient to provide a hearty supper for the whole party, so that the first night in the new home,—like the first night in the new land,—was a merry one.


  



  [image: ChapterEnd]


  Chapter Eleven.


  Settling Down—Hake Proves that his Arms, as well as his Legs, are Good—A Wonderful Fishing Incident, which Ends in a Scene Between Freydissa and Krake.


  



  The little hamlet on the Vinland lake, which had been so long silent and deserted, resounded from that time forth with the voices and activities of energetic labourers, for these adventurous Norsemen had much to do before their new home could be made comfortable.


  The forest and undergrowth around had to be cleared; the huts, of which there were six, had to be cleaned out, fitted up with new parchment in the windows—for there was no glass in those days—and new thatch on the roofs, besides being generally repaired; additional huts had to be built for the people, pens for the sheep, and stabling for the cattle, all of which implied felling and squaring timber, while the smaller articles of household furniture and fittings kept the people generally in full occupation. Of course a party had to be told off as hunters for the community, while another party were set to attend to the nets in the lake, and a third, under the special charge of Karlsefin, went out at intervals to scour the woods, with the double purpose of procuring food and investigating the character and resources of the new land.


  In regard to this last these settlers had every reason to be satisfied. The country appeared to be boundless in extent, and was pleasantly diversified in form; the waters teemed with fish, the land was rich with verdure, and the forests swarmed with game, large and small.


  One day Karlsefin and Biarne, attended by Hake and several men, went out for a ramble of exploration in the direction of the small river, or branch of the large river, mentioned in a previous chapter. Some of the party were armed with bows and arrows, others had spears, the leader and his friend carried short spears or javelins. All wore their swords and iron head-pieces, and carried shields. Indeed, no party was ever allowed to go beyond the neighbourhood of the settlement without being fully armed, for although no natives had yet been seen, it was quite possible, nay, highly probable, that when they did appear, their arrival would be sudden and unexpected.


  As they advanced, they heard a rustle of leaves behind a knoll, and next instant a large deer bounded across their path. Karlsefin hurled his spear with sudden violence, and grazed its back. Biarne flung his weapon and missed it. There was an exclamation of disappointment among the men, which, however, was turned into a cheer of satisfaction when Hake let fly an arrow and shot it through the heart. So forcibly was the shaft sent that it passed quite through the animal, and stood, bloodstained and quivering, in the stem of a tree beyond, while the deer leaped its own height into the air, and fell stone-dead upon the sward.


  “A brave shot—excellently done!” exclaimed Karlsefin, turning to the young Scot with a look of admiration; “and not the first or second time I have seen thee do something of the same sort, from which I conclude that it is not chance, but that your hand is always quick, and your eye generally true. Is it not so?”


  “I never miss my mark,” said Hake.


  “How now? you never miss your mark? It seems to me, young man, that though your air is modest, your heart and words are boastful.”


  “I never boast,” replied Hake gravely.


  “Say you so?” cried Karlsefin energetically, glancing round among the trees. “Come, clear yourself in this matter. See you yonder little bird on the topmost branch of that birch-tree that overhangs the stream? It is a plain object, well defined against the sky. Touch it if you can.”


  “That little bird,” said Hake, without moving, “is not my mark. I never make a mark of the moon, nor yet of an object utterly beyond the compass of my shafts.”


  “Well, it is considerably out of range,” returned Karlsefin, laughing; “but come, I will test you. See you the round knot on the stem of yonder pine? It is small truly, so small that I can barely see it, nevertheless it is not more than half a bow-shot off. Do you object to make that your mark?”


  The words had scarcely left his lips when an arrow stood quivering in the knot referred to.


  With an exclamation and look of surprise Karlsefin said it must have been a chance, and Biarne seemed inclined to hold the same opinion; but while they were yet speaking, Hake planted another arrow close by the side of the first.


  “Once more, Hake,” said Krake, who stood close behind the archer; “there’s a saying in Ireland that there’s good fortune in odd numbers: try it again.”


  The Scot readily complied, and sent a third shaft into the knot, with its head touching the heads of the other two arrows.


  “Enough, enough, your arms are as good as your legs,” said Karlsefin. “Ye are a valuable thrall, Hake, and Leif Ericsson has reason to be grateful to King Olaf of Norway for his gift.—Here, two of you, sling that deer on a pole and bear it to Gudrid. Tell her how deftly it was brought down, and relate what you have seen just now. And hark ’ee,” he added, with a peculiar smile, “there is no occasion to say anything about what occurred before the successful shot. It always adds to the value of a good story that it be briefly as well as pithily told, and disencumbered from unnecessary details. A wise tongue is that which knows when to wag and when to lie still.—Come, Biarne, we will proceed in our examination of this stream.”


  Leaving behind them the two men who were to return to the huts with the deer, they proceeded down the banks of Little River, until they came to the pool where Hake and his brother had seen the salmon leap. On the way down, however, the leader had been convinced of the fact that many salmon were there, having seen several rise, and observed others passing over some of the pebbly shallows.


  “It was here, was it not,” asked Biarne, “that you and your brother saw the salmon leaping on the occasion of your first visit?”


  “It was,” replied Hake.


  “At what part of the pool?”


  “Just below the tail of the island, where the water is deep, and rolls with numberless oily ripples.”


  “Ha! a likely spot,” said Karlsefin.


  At that moment a salmon leaped out of the pool, as if to assure him that Hake’s statement was true, and immediately afterwards another fish rose and flourished its fan-like tail, as if to make assurance doubly sure.


  For some time they went about examining that part of the river, which, the reader will remember, has been described as being divided for some distance by a long island into two streams, which again united after spreading out into a broad rippling shallow. Here Biarne was very silent and very close in his inspection of the bed of the river, particularly at the top and lower end of the island.


  “It appears to me as if some plan were rolling in your head, Biarne,” said Karlsefin; “what may it be?”


  “Truly a plan is forming in my brain. Simple enough too, only the details require consideration.”


  “Well, we must now return home, so we can discuss it on the way.”


  “You know of our custom in Iceland,” said Biarne, as they retraced their steps, “in regard to a river which is similar to this in the matter of having two channels—they shut off the water from one channel and catch the fish when the bed is dry.”


  “Know it? Ay, I know it well; why, man, how comes it that this did not occur to me before? We will have it tried, and that without delay. What is worth doing at all is worth doing at once, unless it can be clearly shown that there shall be distinct gain by delay. As this cannot be shown on the present occasion we will begin to-morrow.”


  Accordingly, in pursuance of this resolve, Karlsefin went down to the island on Little River with a large party of men, and set to work. Biarne undertook to superintend what may be termed the engineering operations, and Thorward, who was a handy fellow, directed the mechanical details.


  First of all, Biarne fixed on the spot at the top of the island where a dam was to be thrown across the right branch of the stream—that being the channel which was to be run dry—and planned the direction in which it was to be placed and the form it was to take. Then strong stakes were driven into the bed of the river all across the head of that branch. While this was being done Thorward marked off some tall straight trees in the forest, and set men to cut them down, while Karlsefin directed, and with his own hands aided, a party appointed to collect large piles of earth, sand, stones, mud, and branches, on the river’s bank.


  Although the men were numerous and active, the work was so extensive that it was sunset before all the stakes were driven, the first of the heavy logs laid down in the bed of the stream, and the rest of the material collected in readiness on the banks. Having completed these preparations they returned to the huts and made arrangements for a grand effort on the following day.


  Early in the morning nearly the whole body of the people set off to Little River, leaving the settlement in charge of one or two men who chanced at that time to be sick. Of course Olaf was with them, armed with a huge iron hook fastened to the end of a stout pole. All the women also went, being quite as anxious as the men to witness the sport.


  The island reached, Karlsefin divided his party into two bands. The smaller body, numbering about twenty-five, were stationed in the water at the lower end of the channel, at equal distances from each other, so as to extend from the tail of the island to the right bank of the stream. These carried strong poles about seven feet long, and were placed there to frighten back any fish that might attempt to rush down the river. The rest of the men went in a body to the dam, and there awaited orders.


  When all was ready Karlsefin said to them— “My lads, if we would act well we must act together. Here is the plan on which you are to proceed. On getting the word from Biarne to begin, you will all set to work to dam up the water, right across from this bank to the head of the island. You see that we have already done the work in part, so that it only requires to be completed, and to have the centre gap stopped up. That will be the difficult point, for the great rush of water will be there, and you will have to do it quickly—to heave in the logs and stones and rubbish, not forgetting the branches and the turf, which will keep all together—as if your very lives depended on your speed. A certain number of you, who shall be told off presently, will do your best at the same time to deepen the channel of the other branch of the stream. When this is done you will have a little breathing space, for doubtless the water will take a little time to run off. You will take advantage of this time to get your hooks and poles and landing-nets in readiness. For the rest your own sense will guide you.—Now, Biarne, tell off the men and go to work.”


  Reader, you should have seen the countenance of little Olaf Ericsson when all this was being said and done! Many a time had he seen nets hauled and fish taken, and often had he dreamt of netting whales and other sea-monsters, but never before had he imagined such a thing as laying the bed of a river dry; and his exuberant fancy depicted to him scenes which it is not possible to describe. His visage glowed, and his large blue eyes glared with excitement, while his little bosom heaved and his heart beat high with expectation.


  This condition of course increased tenfold when he saw the men cast off more or less of their upper garments and spring to the work with the energy of lunatics. In his own small way he carried logs and branches and mud and stones till he was as dirty and dishevelled as the best of them; and when Gudrid looked horrified at him, and said that it would be next to impossible to clean him, he burst into such a fit of laughter that he lost his balance, fell head over heels into the river, which was only knee-deep at the place, and came out more than half-washed in a moment!


  “You see it won’t be so difficult as you think,” he cried, laughing and gasping when he emerged; “another plunge like that would make me quite clean, aunty.”


  “Ho! Olaf, were you after a salmon?” cried Swend, as he passed with a large log on his shoulder.


  “Not I, Swend; it was a whale I was after.”


  “You don’t say that, boy?” cried Krake, in a tone of admiration. “Was he a big one?”


  “Oh! frightful—so big that—that—I couldn’t see him all.”


  “Couldn’t see him at all? Ah, then, he was a big one, sure. The things we can’t see at all are always the most wonderful.”


  “Foolish boy,” said Gudrid; “come, I will wring the water out of your clothes.”


  “’Tis hardly worth while, aunty,” said Olaf, coming on shore; “I’ll be as wet, as ever in a few minutes.”


  The careful Gudrid nevertheless wrung as much water out of his dripping garments as was possible without taking them off. By the time this was done the dam had been completed, and the men stood on the banks of the river wiping off and wringing out the superabundant mud and water from their clothes, besides getting ready hooks, nets, and staves. Some of the nets were several fathoms in length. Others were small bags fastened to wooden rings at the end of long poles.


  Presently a shout was heard from the men at the lower end of the pool, and they were seen to use their staves smartly several times, as some of the fish, alarmed no doubt at the strange doings above, endeavoured to shoot down the river. Ere long the stony ground on which these men stood became a rippling shallow, and, soon afterwards, a neck of land connecting the lower end of the island with the shore. They therefore abandoned it and rejoined their comrades higher up. The fish were now imprisoned in a pool, retreat having been effectually cut off above and below, and the whole river diverted into the bed of its left branch.


  As the water lowered it became obvious that the pool thus isolated was absolutely swarming with salmon, for they could be seen darting hither and thither in shoals, making for the deeper parts of the pool, and jostling one another under stones. Gradually little islets began to appear as the water continued to sink, and then the fish seemed to be seized with a panic. They shot like silver arrows from bank to bank—up the pool and down again, as if enjoying a piscatorial country dance, or, in blind flight, rushed clear out upon the pebbly islets, in half dozens at a time, where they leaped, slid, twirled, and bounded frantically, in what bore some resemblance to a piscatorial reel. Then, slipping into the water again, and recovering their fins and tails, they shot away to encounter similar misfortune elsewhere, or to thrust their noses under stones, and—entertaining the same delusive notions that are said to characterise the ostrich—imagine that they were not seen!


  By degrees the islets enlarged until they joined here and there, and, finally, the state of things being inverted, the bed of the stream became a series of little ponds, which were absolutely boiling with fish—not unlike, as Krake remarked, to the boiling springs of Iceland, only that those boiled with heat instead of with living fish.


  And now commenced a scene such as, unquestionably, had not been witnessed there since Vinland was created. The Norsemen were half mad with excitement. The women ran up and down the banks clapping their hands and shouting with delight, while Freydissa, unable to contain herself, cast appearances to the dogs, leaped among the men, and joined in the fray.


  “The big pool first; this way, lads!” shouted Karlsefin, as he seized the end of a long net and dragged it towards the pool in question.


  Twenty willing hands assisted. The net encircled the pool and was thrust in; men with poles forced one side of it down to the bottom, and the two ends were hauled upon might and main. At the same moment, other men went with hand nets to smaller pools, and, scooping up the fish, sent them writhing and struggling through the air towards the bank, where Gudrid, Thora, Astrid, Gunhild, Sigrid, and even timid Bertha, sought in vain to restrain their struggles and prevent them from wriggling back into the almost dry bed of the stream.


  “Haul away with heart, men!” shouted Biarne, who was at one end of the large net.


  Already the stout ropes were strained to the uttermost—at last the net came out bursting with salmon; more hands were hailed; it was run over the pebbles, up the bank, and onwards to a flat open spot, where, with a shout, it was emptied on the greensward.


  Talk of silver bars! The simile is wretched. No simile is of any avail here. The brightest and freshest silver bars ever cast might shine as much as these salmon did, but they could not glitter so, for they could not wriggle and spring and tumble. They could not show that delicate pink which enhanced the silvery sheen so wondrously. They could not exhibit that vigorous life which told of firm flakes—suggestive of glorious meals for many a day to come. Pooh! even their intrinsic value could not suggest anything in this case,—for all the silver bars that ever were coined on earth could not have purchased the appetites which made the mouths of these Norsemen to water, as they gazed in admiration on that vast hecatomb of splendid salmon! They absolutely danced round the fish—it might almost be said they danced with them—in triumphant glee!


  “Come, come,” cried Karlsefin loudly; “to work! to work! Ye may dance after that is done. Here, sweep this pool also.”


  With a cheer the men ran down the bank, and little Olaf followed, having already used his hook with such effect that he had pulled six large fish out of various holes and added them to the general pile.


  “Take care, Olaf, that you don’t fall in and get drowned,” cried Biarne as he ran past.


  “Hurrah!” shouted Olaf, with a flourish of his weapon, which made the narrowest possible miss of cleeking Tyrker by the nose.


  “Have a care!” roared the Turk.


  “You’ve much need to say that,” replied Olaf, with a laugh, for Tyrker at that moment set his heel upon a salmon, fell, and rolled heavily down the bank. But Tyrker was tough. He rose with a growl and a grin and ran on to join his comrades.


  A second pool was netted, and with the like result. As the net was being dragged forth, Olaf saw that several fish had escaped. He struck in his hook at random, for the pools, being by that time a thick compound of mud and water, could not be seen into.


  “Oh! I’ve got him!” he shouted, struggling with the handle of his hook, which jerked so violently that the sturdy little fellow was almost thrown to the ground.


  “Hold on!” cried Thorward, running to his aid.


  “Why, Olaf, what’s this? Have a care. Not too fast. There. Hallo!—an eel.”


  And so it was—an enormous eel, that went twirling round the pole in wondrous fashion until it freed itself, and, after twisting round the limbs of Olaf and Thorward, who in vain sought to hold it fast, made off over the wet stones as if they were its native element, and slid into another large pool, where it disappeared.


  “Never mind, Olaf,” cried Thorward, with a laugh, “you’ll catch hold of it again. Hook away at it, lad. Don’t give.”


  A tremendous shriek arose from the women on the bank at this juncture.


  “Oh! look! look at Freydissa!” cried Gunhild, pointing wildly to the river bed.


  And there Freydissa stood—up to the arm-pits in mud and salmon!


  Whether she had fallen in or been pushed in no one could tell, but unquestionably she was in, having gone in, too, head-foremost, so that, although she had struggled right-end up she reappeared coated with mud to an extent that might have suggested a sculptor’s clay model—had sculptors been known to the Norsemen of those days.


  There was an irresistible roar of laughter at first, and then loud expressions of condolence and sympathy, while a dozen strong, but wet and dirty, hands were stretched forth to the rescue.


  “Here, lay hold of my hand, poor thing,” cried Krake; “there, now, don’t cry; it would only be wasting tears, with so much water on your face already.”


  If anything could have made Freydissa cry it would have been that remark, for it implied that she was inclined to weep, while nothing was further from her thoughts at that time.


  She did, however, grasp Krake’s hand, but instead of aiding herself by it to get out of the hole, she gave it such a vigorous and hearty pull that Krake went souse into the mud beside her. Before he could recover himself Freydissa had put her knee on his body, and, using him as a foot-rest, thrust him deeper down as she stepped out.


  The delight with which this was hailed is beyond description, and many a year passed after that before men grew tired of twitting Krake about the pleasant mud-bath that had been given him by Freydissa on the occasion of the celebrated take of salmon at Little River in Vinland.
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  Chapter Twelve.


  Sage Converse Between Hake And Bertha—Biarne Is Outwitted—A Monster is Slain, and Savages Appear on the Scene.


  



  Not long after this an event occurred which produced great excitement in the new settlement; namely, the appearance of natives in the woods. It occurred under the following circumstances.


  One morning Karlsefin gave orders for one of the exploring parties to be got ready to go out immediately. Karlsefin’s plan from the beginning had been to class his men in two divisions. One half stayed at home to work, the other half searched the land,—always taking care, however, not to travel so far but that they could return home in the evening. They were careful also not to wander far from each other. Sometimes Karlsefin went with the exploring party, at other times stayed at home to superintend the work there, while Biarne or Thorward filled his place. On the occasion in question Biarne was in charge.


  Soon after the party had started, Hake, who was one of them, observed a female figure disappear round a copse near the shores of the lake. At that part they were about to strike off into the thick woods, so Hake went up to Biarne and asked leave to go along by the borders of the lake, saying that he could overtake the party again before they had reached the Willow Glen, a well-known rendezvous of the hunters and explorers of the colony.


  “Go as thou wilt, Hake,” replied Biarne; “only see to it that ye overtake us before noon, as I intend to go on a totally new path to-day.”


  The youth left with a light step, and, on overtaking the female, found, as he had expected, that it was Bertha.


  “You wander far from home to-day,” he said, with a deferential salutation, for Hake’s bondage had not robbed him of his breeding.


  “I love to wander,” answered Bertha, blushing.


  Poor Bertha, she could not help blushing. It was her unfortunate nature to do so. When her feelings were touched—ever so little—she blushed, and then she blushed because she had blushed, and blushed again to think herself so silly!


  “I fear it may be somewhat dangerous to wander far,” said Hake, stopping, for Bertha had stopped and seated herself on the stump of a fallen tree.


  “Dangerous! Why so?”


  “Why, because Skraelingers may find us out any day, and if they should come upon you unawares so far from home they might carry you off, and no one would be aware that you were gone until too late to pursue.”


  “I never thought of that,” returned Bertha, with a slightly troubled look. “Well, I shall be more careful in future. But how come you to be wandering here alone, Hake? did I not hear your name called this morning among those appointed to go forth and search out what is good and beautiful and useful in the land?”


  “Most true, Bertha, and I have gone forth, and not gone far, and yet have found something both good and beautiful and useful in the land.”


  “And pray what may that be?” asked the maiden, with a look of surprise.


  Hake did not answer, but the expression of his eyes was more eloquent than speech.


  “Nay, then,” said Bertha, looking hastily away, and again blushing—as a matter of course! “I am no reader of riddles; and I hate riddles—they perplex me so. Besides, I never could find them out. But, Hake, has your party gone yet?”


  “Yes, some time ago.”


  “And are you left behind?”


  “No, I have leave to go by the margin of the lake.”


  “Then if you put off time talking with me you will not find it easy to overtake them; but I forgot: I suppose you count it an easy matter to overtake ordinary men?”


  “I shall not find it difficult,” replied the youth briefly; and then, perceiving that Bertha felt uneasy—apparently at the tenor of the conversation—he quietly changed it by remarking that he preferred to walk by the lake for several reasons, one of which was that it reminded him of Scotland.


  “Ah, you profess to love Scotland very much,” said Bertha archly, “but your brother evidently loves it more than you do.”


  “With good reason, too,” replied Hake, “for it has given him a bride, and it had no such favours for me.”


  “Indeed! what is her name?” asked the maiden, with much interest.


  “Emma.”


  “Poor Emma,” sighed Bertha; “but I hope that Heika will be freed one day and return to his native land to wed Emma. Perchance by that time Scotland may smile upon you too, and give you cause to love it better.”


  “I love it well already,” said Hake, with enthusiasm, “yet am I content to stay here.”


  “For shame, Hake! you do not deserve to be a Scot if you mean what you say.”


  “I mean what I say, yet do I deserve to be a Scot.”


  “Come, tell me, then, what this Scotland of yours is like. I suppose you deem it more beautiful than Iceland?”


  The youth smiled. “It is not more wonderful than Iceland. I can say that with truth—but it is passing fair to look upon. It is a land of mountain and flood, of heath-clad braes and grassy knowes. Its mountain peaks rise bare and rugged to the skies, where lordly eagles soar. Its brawling burns in their infancy dash down these rugged steeps, but as they grow older flow on through many a hazel dell, where thrush and blackbird fill the woods with melody—through many flowering pastures, where cattle browse and lambkins skip on the sunny braes. Wild-fowl breed on its reedy lochs, and moor-fowl dwell on its heather hills. Its waters teem with the spotted trout and the royal salmon. Temperate breezes fan its cheeks, and beauty, in form and colour, revels everywhere. Its sons are lovers of their native land, and its daughters are wondrous fair.”


  “And yet it would seem,” said Bertha, “that not one is fair enough for you?”


  “Nay, Bertha, thy speech is hardly fair. The heart cannot command its affection,” said Hake, with a smile, “but I regret it not.”


  “And where does Emma dwell?” asked Bertha.


  “Beside my father, near the shores of Forth, not far from a noted town and castle that stand on the summit of a rocky ridge. It is named after Edwin, a Northumbrian king. A sweet romantic spot—my own dear native town. Beside it stands a mountain, which, those who have travelled in far southern lands tell us, bears some resemblance to a couching lion. But I never saw a lion, and know not what truth there is in that.”


  “You almost make me wish to see that land,” said Bertha, with a sigh.


  “I would you might see it and that it were my fortune to show it to you.”


  “That is not likely,” said Bertha, with a little laugh.


  “I know not. The most unlikely things happen, and often those that seem most likely do not come to pass. What more unlikely than that Karlsefin should forsake the religion of his fathers? Yet Karlsefin is now a Christian.”


  “Do you know, Hake, much about the nature of this new religion that has come amongst us, and made so many people change?” asked Bertha, with sudden earnestness.


  “To say truth I don’t know much about it. Only this do I know, that Karlsefin says the foundation of it is God and man united in Jesus Christ, and that the guiding principle of it is love. If so, it must be a sweet religion, and, as far as Karlsefin is concerned, it seems both good and true; but there are some of its professors whom I know whose guiding star is self—not love—which goes rather against it, methinks.”


  “You do not reason well, Hake; that is against the professors, not against the religion.”


  “True; but this religion is said to change those who profess it—what if they are not changed?”


  “Why, then, they are false professors,” said Bertha, with a smile.


  “It may be so; I know not. But if you would have further light on the point, Karlsefin will gladly give it you.”


  “Well, I will go find him and inquire,” said Bertha, rising; “I have kept you too long already from your comrades.—Farewell.”


  “Farewell, Bertha,” replied the youth, gazing after her as she tripped lightly away and disappeared behind a thicket. Then, turning into the woods, he went off at his utmost speed in the direction of the Willow Glen.


  “Just in time, Hake,” said Biarne, as the Scot approached; “we are about to start off westward to-day, and go as far inland as we can before dark. I have long had a desire to search out the land in that direction. From the distance of these blue ridges, the size of our lake and river, and other signs, I am of opinion that this is a great land—not an island.”


  “It may be so,” replied Hake, looking round on the vast and beautiful landscape; “I should like well to traverse it. If a thrall may be permitted to remark, I would say that a spirited chief would explore somewhat farther than a day’s march from home.”


  “Perchance a spirited chief might see fit to have his homestead put well in order before undertaking explorations for his amusement,” replied Biarne, who was not much pleased with Hake’s speech.


  The Scot made no answer, and after that the party advanced to the westward, sometimes clearing their way through dense thickets, sometimes walking under the branching canopy of large trees, and frequently coming to more open places, in many of which there were little ponds swarming with wild-fowl.


  Towards the afternoon they came to a rocky ridge which was crowned with trees. On the other side of it was a deep gorge, near the end of which some large animal was observed sitting on its haunches.


  “Hist! a brown bear!” whispered Biarne.


  The bear looked up and growled, for it had heard the approach of the party. Nevertheless it appeared to be in a sluggish as well as a sulky humour, for it gave no indication of any intention either to attack or run away, but sat still on its haunches swaying its huge head and shoulders to and fro, and glowering—as Krake said—horribly.


  “A fierce monster truly!” observed Hake, fitting an arrow to his bow.


  Biarne laid his hand on Hake’s arm.


  “Hast seen such a brute before?” he inquired.


  “Not I,” replied Hake.


  “Wouldst like to see how the Skraelingers of Greenland treat the white bears of their land, when so few as only two men chance to meet one in this fashion?”


  “I should like it well.”


  “Good—I will show you; but first I must explain the manner of it. When two Skraelingers see a bear they go up to him with spears. On approaching him they separate. One settles that he is to kill him, the other agrees to distract his attention. He who is to kill approaches on the side next the heart. His comrade goes up and pricks the bear on the other side. The bear turns full on him who wounds, exposes his heart-side, and is instantly thrust through by him who is to kill. Dost understand?”


  “Perfectly,” replied Hake.


  “Perhaps you would like to join me in such an adventure, though of course there is some danger,” said Biarne, who was very anxious to punish Hake for his late advice by giving him a good fright.


  Hake smiled in a grim fashion, and taking a short spear from one of his comrades, looked at Biarne, pointed to the bear, and said:


  “Come!”


  They advanced together, Biarne also carrying a short spear, while their comrades stood on the ridge and looked on with much interest.


  When Bruin saw the two men approach, he got up and showed himself to be an uncommonly large bear indeed, insomuch that Biarne glanced at Hake with some anxiety, and asked if he felt sure of himself, and wasn’t frightened.


  Hake laughed lightly, but made no other reply.


  “Well, then, have a care, and see that ye be prompt in action. I will go to the left side and kill, being used to such work. Do you separate from me here and give him the prick on the right side. Don’t get flurried. We must approach and act together. He seems inclined to meet us half-way, and must not be trifled with; and, harkee, prick him well, for methinks his hide will prove a tough one.”


  Hake nodded, and separated from his companion. Seeing this the bear stopped. It had been advancing with a rapidly increasing step, growling all the way, and with an extremely savage aspect, but this movement of the enemy perplexed it. Looking first on one side, and then on the other, it remained in a state of uncertainty as to which of the two it should attack. The enemy took advantage of this—both men ran in upon it. As they did so the bear rose on its hind-legs, still glancing savagely from one side to the other, and in this position appearing a larger monster than it had seemed before.


  “Give it him sharply!” cried Biarne, delaying his death-thrust till the proper time.


  Hake stepped close up to the bear, and plunged his spear into its side with such vigorous good-will that it went straight through its heart, and came out at the other side just under the shoulder.


  With a tremendous roar it fell and writhed on the ground in a dying state, while a loud cheer burst from the men on the ridge.


  “Why did ye that?” cried Biarne fiercely, stepping up to Hake as though he would strike him. “Was it not arranged that I should kill him?”


  “The Fates arranged it otherwise,” answered the Scot. “I felt afraid that my fears might weaken my arm. To make sure, I gave him a good thrust. Besides, did you not tell me that his hide was tough, and advise me to prick him well?”


  Hake looked so innocent, and spoke so gently, that Biarne, who was a good-natured fellow, laughed in spite of himself as he said—


  “Truly thou didst prick him to some purpose. Well, I do not grudge thee the honour, and unquestionably it was deftly done.—Here, two of you, stay behind and skin this fellow. Cut off the best parts of the meat also. Bears of this kind are not bad for food, I dare say. We will go on a little farther, and return to you in a short time.”


  Saying this Biarne resumed his march, followed by the rest of the men.


  They had not gone far, however, when one of the party uttered a sudden exclamation, and pointed to footprints on a soft part of the ground.


  “Perhaps the bear’s footprints,” said one.


  “Too small and narrow for that,” remarked another.


  “We shall trace them till we come to soft ground and make certain,” said Biarne.


  They did so, and after walking a hundred yards or so came to a sandy piece, where the footprints were so clearly defined that there remained no doubt they were those of a man. That the marks had not been made by any wandering member of their own band, was evident also from the form of the sole of the shoe, as indicated by the prints.


  “Now must we be ready to meet with men who may be foes, although I hope they shall turn out to be friends,” said Biarne. “Come, Hake, there may be need for haste, therefore do you hie back before us and inform Karlsefin what we have seen. We will follow as swiftly as may be, and fetch your bear along with us.”


  Hake started off at a smart run without a word of reply, and never paused a moment until he reached the hamlet, which he found in a considerable state of confusion and excitement.


  “What now?” demanded Karlsefin as Hake came forward.


  “Strange footprints have been seen, and—”


  “Strange footprints!” exclaimed Karlsefin. “Why, man, strange men have been seen by us, so I have stranger news to tell than thou. Biarne is returning, of course?”


  “He is, with all the men, as fast as he can.”


  “That’s well. Now, Hake, get your weapons ready and help the men to make preparations for the reception of the strangers. I go to set the ship in order.”


  Hake found, on inquiry, that one of a wood-cutting party having strayed a little way beyond his fellows, but not far from the hamlet, had come suddenly on a native who was crouching behind a rock and gazing intently at the woodcutters. He was at the moment fitting an arrow to the string of a short bow which he carried, and was so absorbed that he did not at first observe the Norseman. The instant he saw him, however, he sprang up and discharged an arrow, which the other avoided. The savage immediately turned to fly, but the Norseman sprang after him and struck him to the ground. At the same instant a dozen or more savages rushed from the woods to the rescue, and the Norseman immediately ran back to his comrades. More savages appeared, and the Norsemen, seeing that they were greatly outnumbered, retreated to the hamlet. They were not followed by the savages, but there could be no doubt that now the colony had been discovered they were certain to receive a visit from them. Whether that visit was likely to be amicable or otherwise remained to be seen.


  Meanwhile Karlsefin and his men did their best to put the place in a state of defence. A breastwork of large trees, which had been long ago thrown all round the hamlet, was repaired and strengthened before dark, and sentinels were posted around in all directions, so that when Biarne arrived, somewhat late at night, he was amused as well as gratified to find that unseen though well-known voices challenged him several times as he drew near home, and that, finally, a rude but effectual barrier stopped him altogether, until a friend from within conducted him to the proper entrance.


  Thus the night passed away without anything transpiring, and at last the longed-for dawn appeared.
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  Chapter Thirteen.


  A Great but Comparatively Bloodless Fight, Which Ends Peculiarly, and with Singular Results.


  



  When the sun rose above the trees next day, Karlsefin began to think that the natives had left the place, for there was no sign of them anywhere, and he was about to issue from behind his defences and go out to reconnoitre, when a man came running from the ship shouting “Skraelingers!”


  It is probable that by that term he meant savages generally, because the men who had been seen bore very little resemblance to the hairy savages of Greenland. They were taller, though not stouter, and clothed in well-dressed skins of animals, with many bright colours about them. But whatever they were, the sensation they created among the Norsemen was considerable, for it was found, on going to the margin of the lake, that they were now approaching in canoes by water. This at once accounted for the delay in their appearance.


  That their intentions were hostile was plain from the fact that the canoes came on abreast of each other in regular order, while the men shouted fiercely and brandished their weapons. There could not have been fewer than three or four hundred of them.


  Karlsefin saw at once that his only chance of saving the ship was to go on board of it and fight on the water.


  “Get on board all of you,” he cried to those who stood beside him. “Away, Biarne, Thorward, call in the outposts and have them on board without delay. Here, Swend, Heika, Tyrker, station the men as they arrive. Get up the war-screens round the sides of the ship; and, harkee, give orders that the men use their weapons as little as possible, and spare life. I shall want you on the poop, Hake. See that no one throws down the gangway or loosens the ropes till the order is given. I will see to the women.—Away!”


  Each man ran with speed to obey, for the case was urgent.


  Karlsefin found the women, with Olaf, assembled in the large house waiting for orders.


  “Come,” he cried; “not a moment to be lost. Give me your hand, Gudrid.”


  He seized it as he spoke, and hurried down to the ship, where the men were already trooping on board as fast as they could. The women were soon put under cover out of the reach of missiles, and in a few minutes more all were on board. Of course the cattle, and live stock generally, being scattered about the hamlet, were left to their fate. Then the ropes were cast loose, the gangway was thrown down, the ship was pushed out into the bay, and the anchor let go.


  All this had barely been accomplished when the canoes came sweeping round the nearest point of land and made straight for the ship, with the foam curling at their bows.


  Then Karlsefin’s voice rose loud and clear as he issued his final commands.


  “My lads,” he cried, “remember my orders about using your weapons as little as possible. Be careful to throw only the smaller stones. Kill no one if you can avoid it, but give as many of them the toothache as you can. We must be friends with these people if we are to live in peace here, and that won’t be possible if we kill many of them.”


  The men answered with a great shout, mingled with some laughter, which latter was such a strange sound to hear on the eve of an engagement, that the savages stopped short for a moment. But soon they came on again with redoubled impetuosity.


  No sooner were they within range than the Norsemen rose up in a body and hurled a shower of stones at them. They were evidently not prepared for such artillery, for they again stepped short, but after a brief pause once more advanced. Three times did they receive a shower of stones before getting alongside. These hurt many, but disabled none, for, according to orders, no heavy stones were used. When within a few yards of the ship the canoes surrounded her and lay still while the savages began to discharge arrows in abundance. The Norsemen kept well behind the shields, which formed a screen round the ship, and replied with stones, only a few of the best marksmen using arrows, when they saw a chance to wound without killing any of the foe.


  Karlsefin stood exposed on the high poop with Hake and Heika beside him. All three wore iron helmets, and the leader protected himself with his shield. Heika devoted his attention to warding off missiles from his brother, who, having to use his bow, could not manage a shield.


  Presently the savages made a grand assault. But the moment they came to close quarters they found that they had to cope with a formidable foe, for the Norsemen, using only bludgeons, knocked them down whenever they came within reach, and one or two of the boldest among them who succeeded in clambering up the sides were seized by the legs and arms and hurled back into the lake as if they had been mere puppets.


  Thus beaten off they continued the arrow shower, and some of the Norsemen were wounded.


  All this time Karlsefin stood close to the helm, looking sharply about him, and whenever he saw a savage who was bolder and stouter than his fellows, he made Hake send an arrow through his right hand. In this way most of the best men among them were sent off howling with pain, and for the time disabled. Suddenly a very tall active savage succeeded in clambering up by the rudder unobserved, and leaping on the poop, stood behind Karlsefin with uplifted club. Karlsefin, without turning quite round, gave him a back-handed slap under the left ear and sent him flying overboard. He fell into a canoe in his descent and sank it.


  At this juncture a number of the canoes were detached from the fight, and Karlsefin observed, with much anxiety, that the savages were going to ransack the houses.


  “Would that I were on shore with twenty of my best men!” he said bitterly. “Send a shaft, Hake, at yonder fellow who leads. It is out of range, I fear, but — ha! well hit!” he exclaimed, on seeing an arrow from Hake’s prompt hand strike the man full in the back. The savage fell, and his comrades crowded round him.


  By that time others of the canoes had put ashore, and their owners ran up to the crowd who surrounded the fallen leader.


  At this moment an incident occurred which put a most unexpected termination to the fight.


  For a considerable time Olaf’s huge pet, Blackie, had viewed the fight with calm indifference from the heart of a thicket close by, in which he chanced to be cooling himself at the time. Now, it happened that one of the many arrows which were discharged by the savages on the offshore side of the ship glanced from a neighbouring tree and hit the bull on the flank. Associating the pain resulting therefrom with the group of savages before him, Blackie at once elevated his tail, lowered his head, and, with a bellow that would have shamed a thousand trumpets, charged furiously down upon the foe.


  Horror-struck is but a feeble word to indicate the feelings of that foe! Although, no doubt, some of them might have heard of, perhaps seen, the ponderous and comparatively quiet bison of the Western prairies, none of them had ever imagined anything so awful as a little black bull with tremendous horns, blood-red nostrils, flashing eyes, and cat-like activity. One awe-struck look they gave it, and then fled howling into the woods. The sounds were so startling that those of the enemy still round the ship were panic-stricken and made off by water as fast as their fellows had escaped by land, leaving the Norsemen victorious!


  “Hurrah for Blackie!” shouted Olaf, who was wild with excitement and delight.


  The cheer thus claimed was given with intense enthusiasm, and then the ship was rowed back to the shore.


  Here a great prize was found, in the shape of twenty canoes, which had been left by the party that had fled to the woods. These were carried carefully up to the hamlet and placed in security. On the way up another prize was found, which afterwards turned out to be of the utmost importance. This was the wounded savage, who had been forsaken by his friends when the bull charged, and who only escaped from the horns of that infuriated animal by lying quite motionless beside a log which fortunately chanced to be near him.


  “Take care, Krake; lift him gently,” said Biarne, as he came up and found that worthy turning the poor savage over as if he had been already a dead carcase. “Let me see; the arrow does not seem to have gone far in. He’ll recover, perhaps. Come, Hake and Swend, lift his shoulders, and run, Olaf, tell Astrid or one of the other women to— ha! Bertha, well met. Here is a subject for your care. You are a good nurse, I’m told.”


  “I try to be,” replied Bertha.


  “She who tries to be is sure to be,” returned Biarne; “nursing, like fighting, is an art, and must be acquired; though, to say truth, some folk seem born to learn more rapidly than others, whether as regards nursing or fighting. Have the poor fellow into the house, and do your best for him, Bertha.”


  While this was being said the native was lying on his back, looking very stern, but pale. It is probable that the poor wretch expected to be taken off summarily to have his eyes punched out, or to be roasted alive,—for the natives of Vinland, no doubt, expected from their foes, in those days, the same treatment that they accorded to them—although the Saga says nothing to that effect. When, therefore, he was put into a comfortable bed, had his wound dressed, and an agreeable though strange drink given to him by the fair hands of Bertha, the expression of his countenance seemed to imply that he believed himself to have passed from earth and got into the happy hunting-grounds of his fathers. If so, the increasing pain of his wound must have perplexed him not a little. However, it is due to him to say that he bore his surprises and pains with the uncomplaining resignation of a Stoic.


  Karlsefin employed the remainder of that day in strengthening his defences and connecting them in such a way with that part of the shore where his vessel lay, that there would be no possibility of surrounding him in the event of future hostilities.


  This accomplished, he organised his men into three bands, which were to be commanded respectively by Biarne, Thorward, and himself. These were appointed to particular localities and duties in the little fortress—for it was now almost entitled to such an appellation. When night drew on, sentinels were posted as before. But there was no alarm during the night. The savages appeared to have had enough of fighting for that time, and next morning’s sun arose, as it was wont to do, on a peaceful scene.


  “Do you think they will attack us again?” asked Gudrid as she sat at breakfast.


  “I think not,” replied her husband. “They cannot but know that we are troublesome fellows to deal with, even when taken unawares.”


  “I hope they won’t go off without giving us a chance to show that we desire to be friendly,” observed Thorward.


  “No fear of that,” said Biarne; “we have got one of their chiefs—at least I think he is so, for he looks like one—and that is as good as a string tied to their great toe.”


  “By the way, how is the chief, Bertha?” asked Karlsefin.


  “Much better this morning. He slept well, and is even now sitting up on his bed. He looked so well, indeed, that I took the precaution to fasten the door on the outside when I left him just now.”


  “Ha! Didst fasten the window, wench?” cried Thorward, starting up and hastening from the room.


  “Truly, no,” remarked the girl, with a somewhat confused look; “I never thought of the window.”


  Thorward returned a minute later with a peculiar smile.


  “He’s all safe,” said he; “I peeped through a small shot-hole in the parchment, and saw him sitting there meditating as deeply as if he hoped to meditate himself out of his prison.”


  “Not a difficult thing to do that,” said Karlsefin. “I suspect that most prisoners manage to free themselves in that way pretty often! But who comes here in such hot haste? Why, Swend, what’s i’ the wind now?”


  “The Skraelingers are coming,” said he. “They come unarmed, and only ten of them.”


  “Oho! good,” exclaimed Karlsefin, rising. “Come, methinks I see my way out of this difficulty. Fetch me nine of our smartest men, Biarne. I will go forth with them unarmed, to meet those messengers of peace. You and Thorward will keep the defences, to be ready for any emergency. Let the Scottish brothers be among the nine.”


  When the selected men had assembled, their leader took them aside and conferred with them for a few minutes, after which he led them towards that part of the defences nearest the woods, when they saw the ten natives approaching holding up their empty hands and making other demonstrations of a peaceful nature. Far away on the heights in the background the whole army of savages could be seen watching the proceedings of their messengers.


  When these latter had come within about a hundred yards of the hamlet, they selected a low grassy knoll in an open spot, in full view of both parties. Here they sat down in a row and made signs to the Norsemen to approach.


  “Now, lads, we will accept their invitation,” said Karlsefin; “follow me.”


  With that he passed through the opening in the defences, holding up his hands as he went to show that he was unarmed, his followers doing the same. Karlsefin went up to the native who appeared to be the chief of the band, and, with a bland smile, took his hand gently and shook it.


  If the savage did not understand the shake of the hand, he evidently understood the smile, for he returned it and sat down again. Karlsefin and his men did the same, and for a few moments the two rows of men sat looking benignantly at one another in silence. The savage chief then spoke. Of course Karlsefin shook his head and touched his ear, brow, and lips, by way of intimating that he heard, but could neither understand nor reply. He then spoke Norse, with similar results. After that the savage leader rose up, touched his back, and fell down as if badly wounded. Upon this one of his comrades rose, pointed to the hamlet, lifted the wounded man in his arms, carried him behind his companions, and laid him down exclaiming “Utway!” whereupon another savage took a small bundle of beautiful furs from the ground, and laid them at the feet of Karlsefin with much humility.


  “Sure he wants to buy back the wounded chief with these furs,” said Krake, who found it difficult to conceal his amusement at all this dumb show.


  “No doubt of it, and I suppose Utway is his name,” replied Karlsefin; “but my object is to get them inside the defences, in order to show them that when we have them in our power we will treat them well. If I let their chief go for these furs nothing will have been gained.”


  Karlsefin now did his best, by means of signs and encouraging looks, to induce the ten natives to enter the hamlet, but no persuasion would induce them to do this. They held stoutly to their original proposition, and kept constantly pointing to the bundle of furs and going through the pantomime with the wounded man. At last Karlsefin appeared to agree to their proposal.


  “Now, Heika and Hake,” said he, “nothing remains to be done but to try the plan I have described to you. Up, and bring the wounded chief hither without delay.”


  The two men obeyed, and in a few minutes were seen re-issuing from the fortress bearing a litter between them, on which lay the wounded chief with a blanket thrown over him, only his head being visible. Carrying him towards the row of natives, the brothers laid the burden at their feet as they sat still on the ground looking on with great interest. Karlsefin removed the blanket, and revealed the chief bound hand and foot. Something covered by another blanket lay at his side. Karlsefin took hold of this. As he did so the Norsemen rose. The blanket was cast off, and ten naked swords were revealed, which were instantly grasped by ten stalwart arms, and flashed with the speed of light over the ten native heads!


  Taken thus by surprise they remained seated, and, supposing that to move would be the signal for instant death, they were perfectly motionless, though the colour of their countenances revealed to some extent the state of their feelings.


  A terrific yell from the distant heights told that the deed had been noticed and understood. It was answered by a shout from the Norsemen as they issued from their fortress, secured their prisoners, and carried them within the defences. In a few minutes thereafter not a man was to be seen on the heights, and the region became as silent and apparently as deserted as it had been before the advent of the savages.


  “Now then, Biarne, get the things ready. Is the kettle boiling?” said Karlsefin.


  “All is prepared,” answered Biarne.


  “’Tis well. We must carry out our plan as quickly as may be,” rejoined Karlsefin. “We may be sure that these fellows have only retired behind the heights to hold a council of war, and, in their present humour, it won’t be long before they come on to make an effort to retaliate upon us for our supposed treachery.”


  The ten men were conveyed to the largest house in the hamlet, and there ranged in a row against the wall. They looked very grave, but were firm and stern. Evidently they imagined that death by torture was to be their doom, and had braced themselves up to die like brave men in the presence of their foes.


  Karlsefin hastened to relieve them from this state of mind as quickly as possible. He placed before them ten plates of splendid boiled salmon. They regarded this proceeding with some surprise, but shook their heads and refused to eat. Doubtless their appetites were not good at the time!


  “Fetch the wounded chief hither,” said Karlsefin, “and tell Bertha that she is wanted.”


  When the wounded man was carried in and seated opposite to his comrades, a box being placed for him to lean against, Karlsefin said to Bertha—“Now, lass, do thy best to induce the chief to show his friends how to eat. He has had some experience of you, and will doubtless understand.”


  With a winning smile that would have compelled any susceptible man to eat or drink, or do anything else that he was bid whether inclined or not, Bertha put a plate of salmon before the chief and made signs to him to eat. He smiled in return, and began at once. Then Bertha patted him on the shoulder, pointed to the ten prisoners, and made signs again. The chief smiled intelligently, and spoke to his companions. He evidently said more than was necessary to order them to eat, for their faces brightened perceptibly, and they commenced dinner in these peculiar circumstances without delay.


  It was clear that their appetites had not been much impaired by alarm, for the salmon disappeared in a twinkling. Then Karlsefin ordered ten plates of fried venison to be placed before them, which was done, and they applied themselves to the consumption of this with equal relish. Having concluded the repast, each man received a can of warm water and milk, highly sweetened with sugar. At first they took a doubtful sip of this, and looked at each other in surprise. It was a new sensation! One of them smacked his lips; the rest said “Waugh!” nodded their heads, and drained their cans to the bottom at a single draught; after which, observing that there was some sediment left, they scraped it out with their fingers and sucked them.


  “So far that is satisfactory,” said Karlsefin, with a smile. “Now, Biarne—the gifts.”


  A wooden tray was now brought, on which lay a variety of silver brooches, rings, and other baubles. These were distributed to the prisoners. Last of all, each received a yard of bright-coloured cloth, and then they were ordered by signs to rise.


  They obeyed with alacrity, and were led out of the house, at the door of which they found a litter similar to the one which they had seen before. It was simply a blanket fastened to two long poles, and rolled round them so as to form a couch of about a yard in width. On this the wounded chief was laid, and two of the natives were ordered to grasp the ends of the poles and raise him. They did so, and were conducted by the Norsemen in single file out into the forest. Here, to their intense surprise, Karlsefin shook hands with them all very kindly, and then, going back with his men to the fortress, left them to return to their kindred!


  Karlsefin remarked quietly to Biarne, as he went along, that one of the precepts of the new religion, which he had remembered well, because it seemed to him so very wise, was, that men should always try to “overcome evil with good.”


  Thus was established a warm friendship between the natives of Vinland and the Norsemen; a friendship which might have lasted for ever—to the great modification, no doubt, of American history—had not unfortunate circumstances intervened to break it up. As it was, it lasted for a considerable time.
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  Chapter Fourteen.


  The First American Fur Traders—Strange Devices—Anxious Times and Pleasant Discoveries.


  



  The business of the colony progressed admirably after this. A large house was erected, with a central hall and numerous sleeping-rooms or closets off it, where all the chief people dwelt together, and a number of the men messed daily. Grass was found in abundance, and a large quantity of this was cut and stacked for winter use, although there was good reason to believe that the winter would be so mild that the cattle might be left out to forage for themselves. Salmon were also caught in great numbers, not only in Little River but in the main stream, and in the lake at their very doors. What they did not consume was dried, smoked, and stored. Besides this, a large quantity of fine timber was felled, squared, cut into lengths, and made suitable for exportation. Eggs were found on the islands offshore, and feathers collected, so that early in the summer they had more than enough wherewith to load the ship. Among other discoveries they found grain growing wild. The Saga-writers have called it wheat, but it is open to question whether it was not wild rice, of which large quantities grow in the uninhabited parts of America at the present time. They also found a beautiful kind of wood, called massurwood, of which samples were sent to Greenland and Norway; but what this wood really was we cannot tell.


  Meanwhile an extensive traffic in valuable furs was commenced with the natives, who were more than satisfied with the scraps of bright cloth, beads, and other trifling ornaments they received in exchange for them. Some of the natives wanted to purchase weapons with their furs, but Karlsefin would not allow this. At first the Norsemen gave their cloth and other wares in exchange with liberal hand, cutting the bright cloth into stripes of three or four inches in breadth; but they soon found that at this rate their supplies would become exhausted too early in the year. They therefore reduced their prices, and began to give stripes of cloth only two inches in width, and at last reduced the measure to one inch, for furs that had previously fetched four. But the unsophisticated natives were quite content with the change, and appeared to enjoy nothing so much as to twist these stripes of cloth into their long black hair.


  One day Karlsefin said to Gudrid that he had a new plan in his head.


  “What is that?” said she.


  “I think that our goods are going away too fast, so I mean to try if these Skraelingers will give their furs for dairy produce. We have a good deal of that, and can spare some.”


  “I don’t know how Astrid will like that,” she said, laughing. “You know she has charge of the dairy, and is very proud of it.”


  “That is well, Gudrid, for Astrid will be all the more pleased to have her produce turned to such good account. Milk is pleasant to the throat, and cream delights the tongue. Methinks these fellows will be tempted by it.”


  “Would they not like beer better?”


  “Beer!” cried Karlsefin, with a shout of laughter. “You should have seen the faces they made, and the way they spat it out, the only time they were asked to taste it. Biarne was very keen to let them try it, and I did not object, for I partly expected some such result. No, no, a man must learn to like beer. Nature teaches him to like milk. But go, tell Astrid to fill twenty cans with milk, and twenty small cups with good cream. Let her also set out twenty cakes, with a pat of fresh butter and a lump of cheese on each. Let her spread all on the table in the great hall, and see that she does it speedily. I will go and fetch the company to this feast.”


  He left the room as he spoke, and in less than an hour his orders had been executed. When he entered the hall a short time afterwards, followed by twenty natives, he found everything prepared according to his directions.


  That he was correct in his expectation was clearly proved ere many minutes had passed, for the twenty natives raised their forty eyes, and looked on each other with rapturous delight when they tasted the good things. They finished them in a twinkling, and then wished for more; but it is only justice to their good-breeding and self-restraint to add that they did not ask for more! From that day nothing would please them but that they should have dairy produce for their furs.


  Some time after this Karlsefin was walking, one afternoon, on the shores of the lake with Thorward. He suddenly asked him how he should like to take a trip to Greenland.


  “I should like it well,” replied Thorward.


  “Then if you will go in charge of the Snake I should be pleased,” said the other, “for we have collected more than enough of merchandise to fill her, and if you set sail at once you will have time to bring back a cargo of such things as we need before autumn comes to an end.”


  “I will go,” said Thorward, “to-morrow, if you choose.”


  “Nay, not quite so fast. The ship is only half loaded yet; but in a day or two she will be ready. There are two things I am anxious you should manage. One is to persuade Leif Ericsson to come and visit us,—if he will not come to stay with us. The other is to tempt as many married men as you can to come over and join us—especially those men who chance to have a good many daughters, for we would be the better of a few more busy little hands, fair faces, and silvery tones in this beautiful Vinland of ours.”


  “I will do what I can,” replied Thorward, “and I would advise that Olaf should go with me, that his glowing descriptions may tempt his father to come.”


  “Nay; that would spoil all,” objected Karlsefin, “for, having had a sight of his son he would be content to let him come back alone. No, no; we will keep Olaf here as a bait to tempt him. But go now and make your arrangements, for you set sail as soon as the ship is ready.”


  Not long after that the Snake left her anchorage with a full cargo, rowed down the river, hoisted sail, and bore away for Greenland.


  While she was gone an event of deep and absorbing interest occurred in Vinland.


  One fine morning in autumn the heart of the entire hamlet was moved by the sound of a new voice! It was not a musical voice—rather squawky, indeed, than otherwise—and it was a feeble voice, that told of utter helplessness. In short, a son had been born to Karlsefin and Gudrid, and they called him Snorro. We record it with regret—for it went a long way to prove that, in regard to sweet sounds, Karlsefin and his wife were destitute of taste. It is our business, however, to record facts rather than to carp at them, therefore we let Snorro pass without further comment.


  The little body that was attached to the little voice, although far from beautiful at first, was an object of intense affection to the parents, and of regard, almost amounting to veneration, to the rugged men by whom it was surrounded. Bertha declared enthusiastically that it was “perfectly lovely,” although it was obvious to all unprejudiced eyes that it resembled nothing so much as a piece of wrinkled beef of bad colour! Astrid declared that it had “such a wise look,” despite the evident fact that its expression was little short of idiotical! Karlsefin said nothing, but he smiled a good deal, and chucked it under the place where its chin ought to have been with his great forefinger in a timid way.


  But when Snorro was deemed sufficiently far advanced in life to be handed out for public exhibition, then it was that the greatest number of falsehoods were uttered, with the quietest deliberation, although, to say truth, the greater number of the men said nothing, but contented themselves with taking the infant in their big rough hands as delicately as if they thought it was a bubble, and feared that it might burst and leave nothing to be handed back to Thora, who acted the part of nurse. Others merely ventured to look at it silently with their hairy lips parted and their huge eyes gazing in blank admiration.


  Perhaps Krake made the most original remark in reference to the newcomer. “Ah,” said he quite seriously, touching its cheek as softly as though he half feared it would bite, “only to think that myself was like that once!”


  This was received with a shout of laughter, so loud that little Snorro was startled.


  “Ah, then,” cried Krake, with a look of great alarm, “what is it going to do?”


  This question was occasioned by the sudden change on the infant’s countenance, which became, if possible, redder than before, and puckered up into such a complicated series of wrinkles that all semblance to humanity was well-nigh lost. Suddenly a hole opened on the surface and a feeble squall came forth!


  “Oh, you wicked men!” cried Thora, snatching the infant indignantly from them and hurrying back into the house.


  “’Tis a sweet child,” observed Swend tenderly, as he and his comrades sauntered away.


  “You must have a good opinion of yourself, Krake,” said Tyrker, “to fancy that you were once like it.”


  “So I have,” replied Krake. “It’s what my father had before me. It lies in the family, you see, and with good reason too, for we were the best of company, not to mention fighting. It was always said that we were uncommonly fine infants, though a trifle big and noisy for the peace of our neighbourhood—quite like Turks in that way, I believe!”


  “I doubt it not, Krake,” said Biarne, who came up in time to hear the concluding remark; “and since you are such a noisy fellow I am going to send you on an expedition in search of these vines, that seem to me to have rooted themselves out of the land and fled, from mere spite, since Leif named it Vinland. There is but one quarter that I can think of now which has not yet been explored; you may take a party of men, and let Tyrker go too; as he discovered them on his first visit, the stupid fellow ought to have re-discovered them long before now. You can discuss by the way the little matter you have in hand,—only see that you don’t fall out about it.”


  Thus instructed, Krake organised a party, and set off to search for the celebrated vines, which, as Biarne said, had not up to that time been found.


  That day they searched far and wide without success. Then they sat down to rest and eat. While thus engaged, Krake and Tyrker returned to the subject of the reported noisiness of Turks, and the former became so caustic in his jests that the irascible little Tyrker lost temper, much to the amusement of his comrades.


  After refreshing themselves, the explorers again set out and came to a part of the country which was broken up and beautifully diversified by rocky eminences crowned with trees, and shady hollows carpeted with wild-flowers. It was difficult here to decide as to which of the innumerable valleys or hollows they should traverse; they therefore sat down again for a little to consult, but the consultation soon became a discussion, and Krake, whose spirit of fun had got the better of him, gradually edged the talk round until it came again, quite in a natural way, to the Turks. At last Tyrker became so angry that he started up, declared he would follow the party no longer, plunged into a thicket and disappeared.


  He was followed by a shout of laughter, and then the others, rising, resumed their search, not doubting that their irate companion would ere long rejoin them.


  But Tyrker did not join them, and when evening drew on apace they became anxious, gave up the search for vines, and went about looking for him. At last it became too dark for them to continue the search, and they were obliged to return home without their comrade.


  On leaving them Tyrker had no definite idea what he meant to do or where he meant to go. He just walked straight before him in high dudgeon, taking no notice of the route by which he journeyed, or the flight of time. At length he awoke from his absent condition of mind and looked up. A vast amphitheatre of wooded hills surrounded him, and there, in the heart of a secluded dell, under a clump of trees, were the long sought and much-desired vines!


  For some time Tyrker stood gazing at them in silent admiration and delight. He rubbed his eyes and looked again. Yes; there could be no question as to their reality. There hung the rich purple clusters such as he had seen on his first visit to Vinland, and such as he had been wont to see in his own land in days long gone by. He pinched himself, pulled his hair, punched his eyeballs, but no—all that failed to awaken him; from which circumstance he naturally came to the conclusion that he was awake already. He then uttered a wild, probably a Turkish, cheer, and rushed upon the spoil.


  Filling both hands with the fruit he crammed his mouth full. Then he raised his eyes upwards in ecstasy and did it again. He repeated it! After which he paused to sigh, and leaped up to cheer and sat down again to—guzzle! Pardon the word, good reader, it is appropriate, for there is no disguising the fact that Tyrker was a tremendous glutton, and did not care a fig—or a grape—for appearances.


  After eating for a long time he was satisfied and sat down to rest. By that time the shades of evening were falling. They proved to be soporific, for he gradually reclined backwards on the green turf and fell asleep, surrounded by and partially covered with grapes, like a drunken and disorderly Bacchus.


  Now Tyrker was a man in robust health; full of energy and high spirits. Sleep therefore was to him a process which, once begun, continued till morning. Even the puckered little Snorro did not rest more soundly in his kneading-trough crib than did Tyrker on the greensward under his vinous canopy.


  When next he opened his eyes, groaned, rolled over, sat up, and yawned, the sun was beginning to peep above the eastern sea.


  “Ho!” exclaimed Tyrker. “I have forgot myself.” To refresh his memory he scratched his head and shook it; then he raised his eyes, saw the grapes, leaped up and burst into a fit of joyous laughter.


  Thereafter he again sat down and breakfasted, after which he filled his cap, his wallet, his various pockets, the breast of his coat—every available compartment, in fact, outside as well as in—with grapes, and hastened homeward at his utmost speed in order to communicate the joyful news to his comrades.


  Now the disappearance of Tyrker had caused no small amount of anxiety to his friends at the hamlet, especially to Karlsefin, who was very fond of him, and who feared that his strength might have given way, or that he had fallen into the hands of savages or under the paws of bears. He sat up the greater part of the night watching and hoping for his return, and when the first grey light of dawn appeared he called up a number of the men, and, dividing them into several bands, organised a systematic search.


  Placing himself at the head of one band he went off in the direction in which, from Krake’s account of what had taken place, it seemed most probable that Tyrker might be found. They advanced so rapidly that when the sun rose they had got to within a mile or so of the spot where Krake and his party had given up their search on the previous evening. Thus it came to pass that before the red sun had ascended the eastern sky by much more than his own height, Karlsefin and Tyrker met face to face in a narrow gorge.


  They stopped and gazed at each other for a few moments in silence, Karlsefin in astonishment as well—and no wonder, for the figure that stood before him was a passing strange one. To behold Tyrker thus dishevelled and besmeared was surprising enough, but to see him with grapes and vine-leaves stuffed all about him and twined all round him was absolutely astounding. His behaviour was little less so, for, clapping his hands to his sides, he shut his eyes, opened his big mouth, and burst into an uproarious fit of laughter.


  The men who came up at that moment did so also for laughter is catching.


  “Why, Tyrker, where have you been?” demanded Karlsefin.


  “Grapes!” shouted Tyrker, and laughed again.


  “Are these grapes?” asked Karlsefin, regarding the fruit with much interest.


  “Ay, grapes! vines! Vinland! hurrah!”


  “But are you sure?”


  Instead of answering, Tyrker laughed again and began to talk, as he always did when greatly moved, in Turkish. Altogether he was so much excited that Krake said he was certainly drunk.


  “Drunk!” exclaimed Tyrker, again using the Norse language; “no, that is not possible. A man could not get drunk on grapes if he were to eat a ship-load of them. I am only joyful—happy, happy as I can be. It seems as if my young days had returned again with these grapes. I am drunk with old thoughts and memories. I am back again in Turkey!”


  “Ye couldn’t be in a worse place if all accounts be true,” said Krake, with a grin. “Come, don’t keep all the grapes to yourself; let us taste them.”


  “Ay, let us taste them,” said Karlsefin, advancing and plucking a bunch from Tyrker’s shoulders.


  The others did the same, tasted them, and pronounced the fruit excellent.


  “Now, lads, we will make the strong drink from the grapes,” said Tyrker. “I don’t know quite how to do it, but we will soon find out.”


  “That you certainly shall not if I can prevent it,” said Karlsefin firmly.


  Tyrker looked a little surprised, and asked why not.


  “Because if the effect of eating grapes is so powerful, drinking the strong drink of the grape must be dangerous. Why do you wish to make it?”


  “Why? because—because—it does make one so happy.”


  “You told us just now,” returned Karlsefin, “that you were as happy as you could be, did you not? You cannot be happier than that—therefore, according to your own showing, Tyrker, there is no need of strong drink.”


  “That’s for you,” whispered Krake to Tyrker, with a wink, as he poked him in the side. “Go to sleep upon that advice, man, and it’ll do ye good—if it don’t do ye harm!”


  “Ease him of part of his load, boys, and we shall go back the way we came as fast as may be.”


  Each man relieved Tyrker of several bunches of grapes, so that in a few minutes he resumed his own ordinary appearance. They then retraced their steps, and soon afterwards presented to the women the first grapes of Vinland. Karlsefin carried a chosen bunch to Gudrid, who, after thanking him heartily, stuffed a grape into the hole in Snorro’s puckered visage and nearly choked him. Thus narrowly did the first Yankee (for such one of his own countrymen has claimed him to be) escape being killed by the first-fruits of his native land!
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  Chapter Fifteen.


  Greenland Again—Flatface Turns up, Also Thorward, who Becomes Eloquent and Secures Recruits for Vinland.


  



  Who has not heard of that solitary step which lies between the sublime and the ridiculous? The very question may seem ridiculous. And who has not, at one period or another of life, been led to make comparisons to that step? Why then should we hesitate to confess that the step in question has been suggested by the brevity of that other step which lies between the beautiful and the plain, the luxuriant and the barren, the fruitful and the sterile—which step we now call upon the reader to take, by accompanying us from Vinland’s shady groves to Greenland’s rocky shores.


  Leif Ericsson is there, standing on the end of the wharf at Brattalid—bold, stalwart, and upright, as he was when, some years before, he opened up the way to Vinland. Flatface the Skraelinger is there too—stout, hairy, and as suggestive of a frying-pan as he was when, on murderous deeds intent, not very long before, he had led his hairy friends on tiptoe to the confines of Brattalid, and was made almost to leap out of his oily skin with terror.


  But his terror by this time was gone. He and the Norsemen had been reconciled, very much to the advantage of both, and his tribe was, just then, encamped on the other side of the ridge.


  Leif had learned a little of the Skraelinger tongue; Flatface had acquired a little less of the Norse language—and a pretty mess they made of it between them! As we are under the necessity of rendering both into English, we beg the reader’s forbearance and consideration.


  “So you are going off on a sealing expedition, are you?” said Leif, turning from the contemplation of the horizon, and regarding the Skraelinger with a comical smile.


  “Yis, yo, ha, hooroo!” said Flatface, waving his arms violently to add force to his reply.


  “And when do you go?” asked Leif.


  “W’en? E go skrumch en cracker smorrow.”


  “Just so,” replied Leif, “only I can’t quite make that cracker out unless you mean to-morrow.”


  “Yis, yo, ha!” exclaimed the hairy man. “Kite right, kite right, smorrow, yis, to-morrow.”


  “You’re a wonderful man,” remarked Leif, with a smile. “You’ll speak Norse like a Norseman if you live long enough.”


  “Eh!” exclaimed the Skraelinger, with a perplexed look.


  “When are you to be back?” asked Leif.


  Flatface immediately pointed to the moon, which, although it was broad daylight at the time, showed a remarkably white face in the blue sky, and, doubling his fist, hit himself four blows on the bridge of his nose, or rather on the spot where the bridge of that feature should have been, but where, as it happened, there was only a hollow in the frying-pan, with a little blob below it.


  “Ha, four months. Very good. It will be a good riddance; for, to say truth, I’m tired of you and your noisy relations.”


  Leif said this more as a soliloquy than a remark, for he had no intention of hurting the feelings of the poor savage, who, he was aware, could not understand him. Turning again to him, he said— “You know the kitchen, Flatface?” Flatface said nothing, but rolled his eyes, nodded violently, and rubbed that region which is chiefly concerned with food.


  “Go,” said Leif, “tell Anders to give you food — food—food!”


  At each mention of the word Flatface retreated a step and nodded. When Leif stopped he turned about, and with an exclamation of delight, trundled off to the kitchen like a good-natured polar bear.


  For full half an hour after that Leif walked up and down the wharf with his eyes cast down; evidently he was brooding over something. Presently Anders came towards him.


  Anders was a burly middle-aged Norseman, with a happy-looking countenance; he was also cook, steward, valet, and general factotum to Leif.


  “Well, Anders, hast had a visit from Flatface?” asked Leif.


  “Ay—he is in the kitchen now.”


  “Hast fed him?”


  “Ay, gorged him,” replied Anders, with a grin.


  “Good,” said Leif, laughing; “he goes off to-morrow, it seems, for four months, which I’m right glad to hear, for we have had him and his kindred long enough beside us for this time. I am sorry on account of the Christian teachers, however, because they were making some progress with the language, and this will throw them back.”


  Leif here referred to men who had recently been sent to Greenland by King Olaf Tryggvisson of Norway, with the design of planting Christianity there, and some of whom appeared to be very anxious to acquire the language of the natives. Leif himself had kept somewhat aloof from these teachers of the new faith. He had indeed suffered himself to be baptized, when on a visit to Norway, in order to please the King; but he was a very reserved man, and no one knew exactly what opinions he held in regard to religion. Of course he had been originally trained in the Odin-worship of his forefathers, but he was a remarkably shrewd man, and people said that he did not hold by it very strongly. No one ever ventured to ask him what he held until the teachers above mentioned came. When they tried to find out his opinions he quietly, and with much urbanity, asked to be informed as to some of the details of that which they had come to teach, and so managed the conversation that, without hurting their feelings, he sent them away from him as wise as they came. But although Leif was silent he was very observant, and people said that he noted what was going on keenly—which was indeed the case.


  “I know not what the teachers think,” said Anders, with a careless air, “but it is my opinion that they won’t make much of the Skraelingers, and the Skraelingers are not worth making much of.”


  “There thou art wrong, Anders,” said Leif, with much gravity; “does not Flatface love his wife and children as much as you love yours?”


  “I suppose he does.”


  “Is not his flesh and blood the same as thine, his body as well knit together as thine, and as well suited to its purposes?”


  “Doubtless it is, though somewhat uglier.”


  “Does he not support his family as well as thou dost, and labour more severely than thou for that purpose? Is he not a better hunter, too, and a faster walker, and fully as much thought of and prized by his kindred?”


  “All that may be very true,” replied Anders carelessly.


  “Then,” pursued Leif, “if the Skraelingers be apparently as good as thou art, how can ye say that they are not worth making much of?”


  “Truly, on the same ground that I say that I myself am not worth making much of. I neither know nor care anything about the matter. Only this am I sure of, that the Skraelingers do not serve you, master, as well as I do.”


  “Anders, thou art incorrigible!” said Leif, smiling; “but I admit the truth of your last remark; so now, if ye will come up to the house and do for me, to some extent, what ye have just done to Flatface, ye will add greatly to the service of which thou hast spoken.”


  “I follow, master,” said Anders; “but would it not be well, first, to wait and see which of our people are returning to us, for, if I mistake not, yonder is a boat’s sail coming round the ness.”


  “A boat’s sail!” exclaimed Leif eagerly, as he gazed at the sail in question; “why, man, if your eyes were as good as those of Flatface, ye would have seen that yonder sail belongs to a ship. My own eyes have been turned inward the last half hour, else must I have observed it sooner.”


  “It seems to me but a boat,” said Anders.


  “I tell thee it is a ship!” cried Leif; “ay, and if my eyes do not deceive, it is the ship of Karlsefin. Go, call out the people quickly, and see that they come armed. There is no saying who may be in possession of the ship now.”


  Anders hastened away, and Leif, after gazing at the approaching vessel a little longer, walked up to the house, where some of his house-carls were hastily arming, and where he received from the hands of an old female servant his sword, helmet, and shield.


  The people of Brattalid were soon all assembled on the shore, anxiously awaiting the arrival of the ship, and an active boy was sent round to Heriulfness, to convey the news to the people there—for in Greenland the arrival of a ship was of rare occurrence in those days.


  As the ship drew near, all doubt as to her being Karlsefin’s vessel was removed, and, when she came close to land, great was the anxiety of the people to make out the faces that appeared above the bulwarks.


  “That is Karlsefin,” said one. “I know his form of face well.”


  “No, it is Biarne,” cried another. “Karlsefin is taller by half a foot.”


  “’Tis Thorward,” said a third. “I’d know his face among a thousand.”


  “There seem to be no women with them,” observed Anders, who stood at the end of the wharf near his master.


  “Does any one see Olaf?” asked Leif.


  “No—no,” replied several voices.


  When the ship was near enough Leif shouted— “Is Olaf on board?”


  “No!” replied Thorward, in a stentorian voice.


  Leif’s countenance fell.


  “Is all well in Vinland?” he shouted.


  “All is well,” was the reply.


  Leif’s countenance brightened, and in a few minutes he was shaking Thorward heartily by the hand.


  “Why did ye not bring my son?” said Leif, somewhat reproachfully, as they went up to the house together.


  “We thought it best to try to induce you to go to him rather than bring him to you,” answered Thorward, smiling. “You must come back with me, Leif. You cannot conceive what a splendid country it is. It far surpasses Iceland and Norway. As to Greenland, it should not be named in the same breath.”


  Leif made no reply at that time, but seemed to ponder the proposal.


  “Now we shall feast, Thorward,” said Leif, as he entered the hall. “Ho! lay the tables, good woman.—Come, Anders, see that ye load it well. Have all the house-carls gathered; I will go fetch in our neighbours, and we shall hear what Thorward has to say of this Vinland that we have heard so much about of late.”


  Leif’s instructions were promptly and energetically carried out. The tables were spread with all the delicacies of the season that Greenland had to boast of, which consisted chiefly of fish and wild-fowl, with seal’s flesh instead of beef, for nearly all the cattle had been carried off by the emigrants, as we have seen, and the few that were left behind had died for want of proper food. The banquet was largely improved by Thorward, who loaded the table with smoked salmon. After the dishes had been removed and the tankards of beer sent round, Thorward began to relate his story to greedy ears.


  He was very graphic in his descriptions, and possessed the power of detailing even commonplace conversations in such a way that they became interesting. He had a great deal of quiet humour, too, which frequently convulsed his hearers with laughter. In short, he gave such a fascinating account of the new land, that when the people retired to rest that night, there was scarcely a man, woman, or child among them who did not long to emigrate without delay. This was just what Thorward desired.


  Next day he unloaded the ship, and the sight of her cargo fully confirmed many parts of his story. The upshot of it was that Leif agreed to go and spend the winter in Vinland, and a considerable number of married men made up their minds to emigrate with their wives and families.


  Having discharged cargo and taken in a large supply of such goods as were most needed at the new colony, Thorward prepared for sea. Leif placed Anders in charge of his establishment, and, about grey dawn of a beautiful morning, the Snake once again shook out her square sail to the breeze and set sail for Vinland.
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  Chapter Sixteen.


  Joyful Meetings and Hearty Greetings.


  



  Need we attempt to describe the joy of our friends in Vinland, when, one afternoon towards the end of autumn, they saw their old ship sweep into the lake under oars and sail, and cast anchor in the bay? We think not.


  The reader must possess but a small power of fancy who cannot, without the aid of description, call up vividly the gladsome faces of men and women when they saw the familiar vessel appear, and beheld the bulwarks crowded with well-known faces. Besides, words cannot paint Olaf’s sparkling eyes, and the scream of delight when he recognised his father standing in sedate gravity on the poop.


  Suffice it to say that the joy culminated at night, as human joys not unfrequently do, in a feast, at which, as a matter of course, the whole story of the arrival and settlement in Vinland was told over again to the newcomers, as if it had never been told before. But there was this advantage in the telling, that instead of all being told by Thorward, each man gave his own version of his own doings, or, at all events, delegated the telling to a friend who was likely to do him justice. Sometimes one or another undertook that friendly act, without having it laid upon him. Thus, Krake undertook to relate the discovery of the grapes by Tyrker, and Tyrker retaliated by giving an account of the accident in connexion with a mud-hole that had happened to Krake. This brought out Biarne, who went into a still more minute account of that event with reference to its bearing on Freydissa, and that gentle woman revenged herself by giving an account of the manner in which Hake had robbed Biarne of the honour of killing a brown bear, the mention of which ferocious animal naturally suggested to Olaf the brave deed of his dear pet the black bull, to a narrative of which he craved and obtained attention. From the black bull to the baby was an easy and natural transition—more so perhaps than may appear at first sight—for the bull suggested the cows, and the cows the milk, which last naturally led to thoughts of the great consumer thereof.


  It is right to say here, however, that the baby was among the first objects presented to Leif and his friends after their arrival; and great was the interest with which they viewed this first-born of the American land. The wrinkles, by the way, were gone by that time. They had been filled up so completely that the place where they once were resembled a fair and smooth round ball of fresh butter, with two bright blue holes in it, a knob below them, and a ripe cherry underneath that.


  Snorro happened to be particularly amiable when first presented to his new friends. Of course he had not at that time reached the crowing or smiling age. His goodness as yet was negative. He did not squall; he did not screw up his face into inconceivable formations; he did not grow alarmingly red in the face; he did not insist on having milk, seeing that he had already had as much as he could possibly hold—no, he did none of these things, but lay in Gudrid’s arms, the very embodiment of stolid and expressionless indifference to all earthly things—those who loved him best included.


  But this state of “goodness” did not last long. He soon began to display what may be styled the old-Adamic part of his nature, and induced Leif, after much long-suffering, to suggest that “that would do,” and that “he had better be taken away!”


  The effervescence of the colony caused by this infusion of new elements ere long settled down. The immigrants took part in the general labour and duties. Timber-cutting, grape-gathering, hay-making, fishing, hunting, exploring, eating, drinking, and sleeping, went on with unabated vigour, and thus, gradually, autumn merged into winter.


  But winter did not bring in its train the total change that these Norsemen had been accustomed to in their more northern homes. The season was to them comparatively mild. True, there was a good deal of snow, and it frequently gave to the branches of the trees that silvery coating which, in sunshine, converts the winter forest into the very realms of fairyland; but the snow did not lie deep on the ground, or prevent the cattle from remaining out and finding food all the winter. There was ice, also, on the lake, thick enough to admit of walking on it, and sledging with ponies, but not thick enough to prevent them cutting easily through it, and fishing with lines and hooks, made of bone and baited with bits of fat, with which they caught enormous trout, little short of salmon in size, and quite as good for food.


  Daring the winter there was plenty of occupation for every one in the colony. For one thing, it cost a large number of the best men constant and hard labour merely to supply the colonists with firewood and food. Then the felling of timber for export was carried on during winter as easily as in summer, and the trapping of wild animals for their furs was a prolific branch of industry. Sometimes the men changed their work for the sake of variety. The hunters occasionally took to fishing, the fishers to timber felling and squaring, the timber-cutters to trapping; the trappers undertook the work of the firewood-cutters, and these latter relieved the men who performed the duties of furniture-making, repairing, general home-work and guarding the settlement. Thus the work went on, and circled round.


  Of course all this implied a vast deal of tear and wear. Buttons had not at that time been invented, but tags could burst off as well as buttons, and loops were not warranted to last for ever, any more than button-holes. Socks were unknown to those hardy pioneers, but soft leather shoes, not unlike mocassins, and boots resembling those of the Esquimaux of the present day, were constantly wearing out, and needed to be replaced or repaired; hence the women of the colony had their hands full, for, besides these renovating duties which devolved on them, they had also the housekeeping—a duty in itself calling for an amount of constant labour, anxiety, and attention which that ridiculous creature man never can or will understand or appreciate—at least so the women say, but, being a man, we incline to differ from them as to that!


  Then, when each day’s work was over, the men returned to their several abodes tired and hungry. Arrangements had been made that so many men should dwell and mess together, and the women were so appointed that each mess was properly looked after. Thus the men found cheerful fires, clean hearths, spread tables, smoking viands, and a pleasant welcome on their return home; and, after supper, were wont to spend the evenings in recounting their day’s experiences, telling sagas, singing songs, or discussing general principles—a species of discussion, by the way, which must certainly have originated in Eden after the Fall!


  In Karlsefin’s large hall the largest number of men and women were nightly assembled, and there the time was spent much in the same way, but with this difference, that the heads of the settlement were naturally appealed to in disputed matters, and conversation frequently merged into something like orations from Leif and Biarne Karlsefin and Thorward, all of whom were far-travelled, well-informed, and capable of sustaining the interest of their audiences for a prolonged period.


  In those days the art of writing was unknown among the Norsemen, and it was their custom to fix the history of their great achievements, as well as much of their more domestic doings, in their memories by means of song and story. Men gifted with powers of composition in prose and verse undertook to enshrine deeds and incidents in appropriate language at the time of their occurrence, and these scalds or poets, and saga-men or chroniclers, although they might perhaps have coloured their narratives and poems slightly, were not likely to have falsified them, because they were at first related and sung in the presence of actors and eye-witnesses, to attempt imposition on whom would have been useless as well as ridiculous. Hence those old songs and sagas had their foundation in truth. After they were once launched into the memories of men, the form of words, doubtless, tended to protect them to some extent from adulteration, and even when all allowance is made for man’s well-known tendency to invent and exaggerate, it still remains likely that all the truth would be retained, although surrounded more or less with fiction. To distinguish the true from the false in such cases is not so difficult a process as one at first sight might suppose. Men with penetrating minds and retentive memories, who are trained to such work, are swift to detect the chaff amongst the wheat, and although in their winnowing operations they may frequently blow away a few grains of wheat, they seldom or never accept any of the chaff as good grain.


  We urge all this upon the reader, because the narratives and poems which were composed and related by Karlsefin and his friends that winter, doubtless contained those truths which were not taken out of the traditionary state, collected and committed to writing by the Icelandic saga-writers, until about one hundred years afterwards, at the end of the eleventh or beginning of the twelfth century.


  On these winter evenings, too, Karlsefin sometimes broached the subject of the new religion, which had been so recently introduced into Greenland. He told them that he had not received much instruction in it, so that he could not presume to explain it all to them, but added that he had become acquainted with the name and some of the precepts of Jesus Christ, and these last, he said, seemed to him so good and so true that he now believed in Him who taught them, and would not exchange that belief for all the riches of this world, “for,” said he, “the world we dwell in is passing away—that to which we go shall never pass away.” His chief delight in the new religion was that Jesus Christ was described as a Saviour from sin, and he thought that to be delivered from wicked thoughts in the heart and wicked deeds of the body was the surest road to perfect happiness.


  The Norsemen listened to all this with profound interest, for none of them were so much wedded to their old religion as to feel any jealousy of the new; but although they thought much about it, they spoke little, for all were aware that the two religions could not go together—the acceptance of the one implied the rejection of the other.


  Frequently during the winter Karlsefin and Leif had earnest conversations about the prospects of the infant colony.


  “Leif,” said Karlsefin, one day, “my mind is troubled.”


  “That is bad,” replied Leif; “what troubles it?”


  “The thoughts that crowd upon me in regard to this settlement.”


  “I marvel not at that,” returned Leif, stopping and looking across the lake, on the margin of which they were walking; “your charge is a heavy one, calling for earnest thought and careful management. But what is the particular view that gives you uneasiness?”


  “Why, the fact that it does not stand on a foundation which is likely to be permanent. A house may not be very large, but if its foundation be good it will stand. If, however, its foundation be bad, then the bigger and grander it is, so much the worse for the house.”


  “That is true. Go on.”


  “Well, it seems to me that the foundation of our settlement is not good. It is true that some of us have our wives here, and there is, besides, a sprinkling of young girls, who are being courted by some of the men; nevertheless it remains a stubborn truth that far the greater part of the men are those who came out with Thorward and me, and have left either wives or sweethearts in Norway and in Iceland. Now these may be pleased to remain here for a time, but it cannot be expected that they will sit down contentedly and make it their home.”


  “There is truth in what you say, Karlsefin. Have any of your men spoken on that subject?”


  “No, none as yet; but I have not failed to note that some of them are not so cheerful and hearty as they used to be.”


  “What is to prevent you making a voyage to Iceland and Norway next spring,” said Leif, “and bringing out the wives and families, and, if you can, the sweethearts of these men?”


  Karlsefin laughed heartily at this suggestion. “Why, Leif,” he said, “has your sojourn on the barren coast of Greenland so wrought on your good sense, or your feelings, that you should suppose thirty or forty families will agree at once to leave home and kindred to sail for and settle in a new land of the West that they have barely,—perhaps never—heard of; and think you that sweethearts have so few lovers at home that they will jump at those who are farthest away from them? It is one thing to take time and trouble to collect men and households that are willing to emigrate; it is another thing altogether to induce households to follow men who have already emigrated.”


  “Nay, but I would counsel you to take the men home along with you, so that they might use their persuasions,” returned Leif; “but, as you say, it is not a likely course to take, even in that way. What, then, do you think, is wisest to be done?”


  “I cannot yet reply to that, Leif. I see no course open.”


  “Tell me, Karlsefin, how is it with yourself?” asked Leif, looking earnestly at his friend. “Are you content to dwell here?”


  Karlsefin did not reply for a few seconds.


  “Well, to tell you the truth,” he said at length, “I do not relish the notion of calling Vinland home. The sea is my home. I have dwelt on it the greater part of my life. I love its free breezes and surging waves. The very smell of its salt spray brings pleasant memories to my soul. I cannot brook the solid earth. While I walk I feel as if I were glued to it, and when I lie down I am too still. It is like death. On the sea, whether I stand, or walk, or lie, I am ever bounding on. Yes; the sea is my native home, and when old age constrains me to forsake it, and take to the land, my home must be in Iceland.”


  “Truly if that be your state of mind,” said Leif, laughing, “there is little hope of your finally coming to an anchor here.”


  “But,” continued Karlsefin, less energetically, “it would not be right in me to forsake those whom I have led hither. I am bound to remain by and aid them as long as they are willing to stay—at least until they do not require my services.”


  “That is well spoken, friend,” said Leif. “Thou art indeed so bound. Now, what I would counsel is this, that you should spend another year, or perhaps two more years, in Vinland, and at the end of that time it will be pretty plain either that the colony is going to flourish and can do without you, or that it is advisable to forsake it and return home. Meanwhile I would advise that you give the land a fair trial. Put a good face on it; keep the men busy—for that is the way to keep them cheerful and contented, always being careful not to overwork them—provide amusements for their leisure hours if possible, and keep them from thinking too much of absent wives and sweethearts—if you can.”


  “If I can,” repeated Karlsefin, with a smile; “ay, but I don’t think I can. However, your advice seems good, so I will adopt it; and as I shall be able to follow it out all the better with your aid, I hope that you will spend next winter with us.”


  “I agree to that,” said Leif; “but I must first visit Greenland in spring, and then return to you. And now, tell me what you think of the two thralls King Olaf sent me.”


  Karlsefin’s brow clouded a little as he replied that they were excellent men in all respects—cheerful, willing, and brave.


  “So should I have expected of men sent to me by the King,” said Leif, “but I have noticed that the elder is very sad. Does he pine for his native land, think ye?”


  “Doubtless he does,” answered Karlsefin; “but I am tempted to think that he, like some others among us, pines for an absent sweetheart.”


  “Not unlikely, not unlikely,” observed Leif, looking gravely at the ground. “And the younger lad, Hake, what of him? He, I think, seems well enough pleased to remain, if one may judge from his manner and countenance.”


  “There is reason for that,” returned Karlsefin, with a recurrence of the troubled expression. “The truth is that Hake is in love with Bertha.”


  “The thrall?” exclaimed Leif.


  “Ay, and he has gone the length of speaking to her of love; I know it, for I heard him.”


  “What! does Karlsefin condescend to turn eavesdropper?” said Leif, looking at his friend in surprise.


  “Not so, but I chanced to come within earshot at the close of an interview they had, and heard a few words in spite of myself. It was in summer. I was walking through the woods, and suddenly heard voices near me in the heart of a copse through which I must needs pass. Thinking nothing about it I advanced and saw Hake and Bertha partially concealed by the bushes. Suddenly Hake cried passionately, ‘I cannot help it, Bertha. I must tell you that I love you if I should die for it;’ to which Bertha replied, ‘It is useless, Hake; neither Leif nor Karlsefin will consent, and I shall never oppose their will.’ Then Hake said, ‘You are right, Bertha, right—forgive me—.’ At this point I felt ashamed of standing still, and turned back lest I should overhear more.”


  “He is a thrall—a thrall,” murmured Leif sternly, as if musing.


  “And yet he is a Scottish earl’s son,” said Karlsefin. “It does seem a hard case to be a thrall. I wonder if the new religion teaches anything regarding thraldom.”


  Leif looked up quickly into his friend’s face, but Karlsefin had turned his head aside as if in meditation, and no further allusion was made to that subject by either of them.


  “Do you think that Bertha returns Hake’s love?” asked Leif, after a few minutes.


  “There can be no doubt of that,” said Karlsefin, laughing; “the colour of her cheek, the glance of her eye, and the tones of her voice, are all tell-tale. But since the day I have mentioned they have evidently held more aloof from each other.”


  “That is well,” said Leif, somewhat sternly. “Bertha is free-born. She shall not wed a thrall if he were the son of fifty Scottish earls.”


  This speech was altogether so unlike what might have been expected from one of Leif’s kind and gentle nature that Karlsefin looked at him in some astonishment and seemed about to speak, but Leif kept his frowning eyes steadily on the ground, and the two friends walked the remainder of the road to the hamlet in perfect silence.
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  Chapter Seventeen.


  Treats of the Friendship and Adventures of Olaf and Snorro, and of Sundry Surprising Incidents.


  



  We must now pass over a considerable period of time, and carry our story forward to the spring of the third year after the settlement of the Norsemen in Vinland.


  During that interval matters had progressed much in the same way as we have already described, only that the natives had become a little more exacting in their demands while engaged in barter, and were, on the whole, rather more pugnacious and less easily pleased. There had been a threatening of hostilities once or twice, but, owing to Karlsefin’s pacific policy, no open rupture had taken place.


  During that interval, too, Leif had made two trips to Greenland and back; a considerable amount of merchandise had been sent home; a few more colonists had arrived, and a few of the original ones had left; Thorward’s ship had been also brought to Vinland; and last, but not least, Snorro had grown into a most magnificent baby!


  Things were in this felicitous condition when, early one beautiful spring morning, Snorro resolved to have a ramble. Snorro was by that time barely able to walk, and he did it after a peculiar fashion of his own. He had also begun to make a few desperate efforts to talk; but even Gudrid was forced to admit that, in regard to both walking and talking, there was great room for improvement.


  Now, it must be told that little Olaf was particularly fond of Snorro, and, if one might judge from appearances, Snorro reciprocated the attachment. Whenever Snorro happened to be missed, it was generally understood that Olaf had him. If any one chanced to ask the question, “Where is Snorro?” the almost invariable reply was, “Ask Olaf.” In the event of Olaf not having him, it was quite unnecessary for any one to ask where he was, because the manner in which he raged about the hamlet shouting, howling, absolutely yelling, for “O’af!” was a sufficient indication of his whereabouts.


  It was customary for Olaf not only to tend and nurse Snorro, in a general way, when at home, but to take him out for little walks and rides in the forest—himself being the horse. At first these delightful expeditions were very short, but as Snorro’s legs developed, and his mother became more accustomed to his absences, they were considerably extended. Nevertheless a limit was marked out, beyond which Olaf was forbidden to take him, and experience had proved that Olaf was a trustworthy boy. It must be remembered here, that although he had grown apace during these two years, Olaf was himself but a small boy, with the clustering golden curls and the red chubby cheeks with which he had left Greenland.


  As we have said, then, Snorro resolved to have a walk one fine spring morning of the year one thousand and ten—or thereabouts. In the furtherance of his design he staggered across the hall, where Gudrid had left him for those fatal “few minutes” during which children of all ages and climes have invariably availed themselves of their opportunity! Coming to a serious impediment in the shape of the door-step, he paused, plucked up heart, and tumbled over it into the road. Gathering himself up, he staggered onward through the village shouting his usual cry,—“O’af! O’af! O’AF! O-o-o!” with his wonted vigour.


  But “O’af” was deaf to the touching appeal. He chanced to have gone away that morning with Biarne and Hake to visit a bear-trap. A little black bear had been found in it crushed and dead beneath the heavy tree that formed the drop of the trap. This bear had been slung on a pole between the two men, and the party were returning home in triumph at the time that Snorro set up his cry, but they were not quite within earshot.


  Finding that his cries were not attended to, Snorro staggered out of the village into the forest a short way, and there, standing in the middle of the path, began again,—“O’af! O’af! O’AF! O-o-o!”


  Still there was no reply; therefore Snorro, stirred by the blood which had descended to him through a long line of illustrious and warlike sea-kings, lost his temper, stamped his feet, and screeched with passion.


  Nothing resulting, he changed his mood, shouted “O’af!” once more, in heartrending accents, and—with his eyes half-shut and mouth wide open, his arms and hands helplessly pendent, his legs astraddle, and his whole aspect what is expressively styled in the Norse tongue begrutten—howled in abject despair!


  In this condition he was found by the bear party not many minutes later, and in another moment he was sobbing out his heart and sorrows into the sympathetic bosom of his dearly-loved friend.


  “What is it, Snorrie? What’s the matter?” inquired Olaf tenderly.


  “Hik!—Me—hup!—O!—want—hif!—wak,” replied the sobbing child.


  “It wants to walk, does it? So it shall, my bold little man. There, dry its eyes and get on my back, hup!—now, away we go! I’ll be back soon,” he said to Biarne, who stood laughing at them. “Be sure that you keep the claws of the bear for me.—Now, Snorrie, off and away! hurrah!”


  “Hoo’ah!” echoed Snorro, as, holding tight with both his fat arms round Olaf’s neck, he was borne away into the wilderness.


  Olaf’s usual mode of proceeding was as follows:


  First he dashed along the track of the woodcutters for about half a mile. It was a good broad track, which at first had been cleared by the axe, and afterwards well beaten by the constant passage of men and horses with heavy loads of timber. Then he stopped and set Snorro on his legs, and, going down on his knees before him, laughed in his face. You may be sure that Snorro returned the laugh with right good-will.


  “Whereaway next, Snorrie?”


  “Away! a-way!” shouted the child, throwing up his arms, losing his balance, and falling plump—in sedentary fashion.


  “Ay, anywhere you please; that means, no doubt, up to the sun or moon, if possible! But come, it must walk a bit now. Give me its hand, old man.”


  Snorro was obedient to Olaf—and, reader, that was an amazing triumph of love, for to no one else, not even to his mother, did he accord obedience. He quietly took his guide’s hand, trotted along by his side, and listened wonderingly while he chatted of trees, and flowers, and birds, and squirrels, and wild beasts, just as if he understood every word that Olaf said.


  But Snorro’s obedience was not perfect. Olaf’s pace being regulated by his spirits, Snorro soon began to pant, and suddenly pulled up with a violent “’Top!”


  “Ho! is it tired?” cried Olaf, seizing him and throwing him over his shoulder into the old position. “Well, then, off we go again!”


  He not only went off at a run, but he went off the track also at this point, and struck across country straight through the woods in the direction of a certain ridge, which was the limit beyond which he was forbidden to go.


  It was an elevated ridge, which commanded a fine view of the surrounding country, being higher than the tree-tops, and was a favourite resort of Olaf when he went out to ramble with Snorro. Beyond it lay a land that was unknown to Olaf, because that part of the forest was so dense that even the men avoided it in their expeditions, and selected more open and easier routes. Olaf, who was only allowed to accompany the men on short excursions, had never gone beyond the ridge in that direction. He longed to do so, however, and many a time had he, while playing with Snorro on the ridge, gazed with ever increasing curiosity into the deep shades beyond, and wondered what was there! To gaze at a forbidden object is dangerous. We have already said that Olaf was a trustworthy boy, but he was not immaculate. He not only sometimes wished to have his own way, but now and then took it. On this particular occasion he gave way, alas! to temptation.


  “Snorro,” said he, after sitting under a tree for a considerable time basking in the checkered sunshine with the child beside him, “Snorro, why should not you and I have a peep into that dark forest?”


  “Eh?” said Snorro, who understood him not.


  “It would be great fun,” pursued Olaf. “The shade would be so pleasant in a hot day like this, and we would not go far. What does it think?”


  “Ho!” said Snorro, who thought and cared nothing at all about it, for he happened to be engaged just then in crushing a quantity of wild-flowers in his fat hands.


  “I see it is not inclined to talk much to-day. Well, come, get on my back, and we shall have just one peep—just one run into it—and then out again.”


  Error number one. Smelling forbidden fruit is the sure prelude to the eating of it!


  He took the child on his back, descended the hill, and entered the thick forest.


  The scene that met his gaze was indeed well calculated to delight a romantic boy. He found that the part of the woods immediately around him consisted of tall straight trees with thick umbrageous tops, the stems of which seemed like pillars supporting a vast roof; and through between these stems he could see a vista of smaller stems which appeared absolutely endless. There was no grass on the ground, but a species of soft moss, into which he sank ankle-deep, yet not so deep as to render walking difficult. In one direction the distance looked intensely blue, in another it was almost black, while, just before him, a long way off, there was a bright sunny spot with what appeared to be the glittering waters of a pond in the midst of it.


  The whole scene was both beautiful and strange to Olaf, and would have filled him with intense delight, if he could only have got rid of that uncomfortable feeling about its being forbidden ground! However, having fairly got into the scrape, he thought he might as well go through with it.


  Error number two. Having become impressed with the fact that he had sinned, he ought to have turned back at once. “In for a penny, in for a pound,” is about the worst motto that ever was invented. Interpreted, it means, “Having done a little mischief, I’ll shut my eyes and go crashing into all iniquity.” As well might one say, “Having burnt my finger, I’ll shove my whole body into the fire!”


  But Olaf did not take time to think. He pushed boldly forward in the direction of the lake. As he drew near he found the moss becoming softer and deeper, besides being rather wet. Going a few steps further, he found that it changed into a swamp.


  “Ho! Snorrie, this is dangerous ground,” he said, turning back; “we’ll take a round-about and try to get to the lake by a drier way.”


  He did so, but the more he diverged towards dry ground the more did the swamp force him to one side, until it compelled him to go out of sight of the pond altogether.


  “Now, isn’t that vexin’?” he said, looking about him.


  “Iss,” replied Snorro, who was becoming sleepy, and had laid his head on his friend’s shoulder.


  “Well, as we can’t get to the lake, and as this is rather a wild place, we’ll just turn back now and get out of it as fast as we can.”


  “Iss,” murmured Snorro, with a deep sigh.


  Olaf turned back and made for the edge of the wood. He was so long of coming to it that he began to be somewhat surprised, and looked about him a little more carefully, but the tall straight stems were all so much alike that they afforded him no clue to his way out of the wood. Young though he was, Olaf knew enough of woodcraft to be able to steer his course by the sun; but the sky had become clouded, and the direction of the sun could not be ascertained through the dense foliage overhead. He now became seriously alarmed. His heart beat against his ribs as if it wanted to get out, and he started off at a run in the direction in which, he felt sure, the ridge lay. Becoming tired and still more alarmed, he changed his course, eagerly advanced for a short time, hesitated, changed his course again, and finally stopped altogether, as the terrible fact flashed upon him that he was really lost in the woods. He set Snorro on the ground, and, sitting down beside him, burst into tears.


  We need scarcely say that poor Olaf was neither a timid nor an effeminate boy. It was not for himself that he thus gave way. It was the sudden opening of his eyes to the terrible consequences of his disobedience that unmanned him. His quick mind perceived at once that little Snorro would soon die of cold and hunger if he failed to find his way out of that wilderness; and when he thought of this, and of the awful misery that would thus descend on the heads of Karlsefin and Gudrid, he felt a strange desire that he himself might die there and then.


  This state of mind, however, did not last long. He soon dried his eyes and braced himself up for another effort. Snorro had gone to sleep the instant he was laid on the ground. As his luckless guide raised him he opened his eyes slightly, murmured “O’af,” and again went off to the land of Nod.


  Olaf now made a more steady and persevering effort to get out of the wood, and he was so far successful that he came to ground that was more open and broken—more like to that through which he had been accustomed to travel with the men. This encouraged him greatly, for, although he did not recognise any part of it, he believed that he must now be at all events not far distant from places that he knew. Here he again looked for the sun, but the sky had become so thickly overcast that he could not make out its position. Laying Snorro down, he climbed a tall tree, but the prospect of interminable forest which he beheld from that point of vantage did not afford him any clue to his locality. He looked for the ridge, but there were many ridges in view, any of which might have been his ridge, but none of which looked precisely like it.


  Nevertheless, the upward bound which his spirits had taken when he came to the more open country did not altogether subside. He still wandered on manfully, in the hope that he was gradually nearing home.


  At last evening approached and the light began to fade away. Olaf was now convinced that he should have to spend the night in the forest. He therefore wisely resolved, while it was yet day, to search for a suitable place whereon to encamp, instead of struggling on till he could go no farther. Fortunately the weather was warm at the time.


  Ere long he found a small hollow in a sand-bank which was perfectly dry and thickly overhung with shrubs. Into this he crept and carefully laid down his slumbering charge. Then, going out, he collected a large quantity of leaves. With these he made a couch, on which he laid Snorro and covered him well over. Lying down beside him he drew as close to the child as he could; placed his little head on his breast to keep it warm; laid his own curly pate on a piece of turf, and almost instantly fell into a profound slumber.


  The sun was up and the birds were singing long before that slumber was broken. When at last Olaf and his little charge awoke, they yawned several times and stretched themselves vigorously; opened their eyes with difficulty, and began to look round with some half-formed notions as to breakfast. Olaf was first to observe that the roof above him was a confused mass of earth and roots, instead of the customary plank ceiling and cross-beams of home.


  “Where am I?” he murmured lazily, yet with a look of sleepy curiosity.


  He was evidently puzzled, and there is no saying how long he might have lain in that condition had not a very small contented voice close beside him replied:


  “You’s here, O’af; an’ so’s me.”


  Olaf raised himself quickly on his elbow, and, looking down, observed Snorro’s large eyes gazing from out a forest of leaves in quiet satisfaction.


  “Isn’t it nice?” continued Snorro.


  “Nice!” exclaimed Olaf in a voice of despair, when the whole truth in regard to their lost condition was thus brought suddenly to his mind. “Nice! No, Snorrie, my little man, it isn’t nice. It’s dread-ful! It’s awful! It’s—but come, I must not give way like a big baby as I did yesterday. We are lost, Snorrie, lost in the woods.”


  “Lost! What’s lost?” asked Snorro, sitting up and gazing into his friend’s face with an anxious expression—not, of course, in consequence of being lost, which he did not understand, but because of Olaf’s woeful countenance.


  “Oh! you can’t understand it, Snorrie; and, after all, I’m a stupid fellow to alarm you, for that can do no good. Come, my mannie, you and I are going to wander about in the woods to-day a great long way, and try to get home; so, let me shake the leaves off you. There now, we shall start.”


  “Dat great fun!” cried Snorro, with sparkling eyes; “but, O’af, me want mik.”


  “Milk—eh? Well, to be sure, but—”


  Olaf stopped abruptly, not only because he was greatly perplexed about the matter of breakfast thus suggested to him, but because he chanced at that moment to look towards the leafy entrance of the cave, and there beheld a pair of large black eyes glaring at him.


  To say that poor Olaf’s heart gave a violent leap, and then apparently ceased to beat altogether, while the blood fled from his visage, is not to say anything disparaging to his courage. Whether you be boy or man, reader, we suspect that if you had, in similar circumstances, beheld such a pair of eyes, you might have been troubled with somewhat similar emotions. Cowardice lies not in the susceptibility of the nervous system to a shock, but in giving way to that shock so as to become unfit for proper action or self-defence. If Olaf had been a coward, he would, forgetting all else, have attempted to fly, or, that being impossible, would have shrunk into the innermost recesses of the cave. Not being a coward, his first impulse was to start to his feet and face the pair of eyes; his second, to put his left arm round Snorro, and, still keeping his white face steadily turned to the foe, to draw the child close to his side.


  This act, and the direction in which Olaf gazed, caused Snorro to glance towards the cave’s mouth, where he no sooner beheld the apparition, than shutting his own eyes tight, and opening his mouth wide, he gave vent to a series of yells that might have terrified the wildest beast in the forest!


  It did not, however, terrify the owner of the eyes, for the bushes were instantly thrust aside, and next instant Snorro’s mouth was violently stopped by the black hand of a savage.


  Seeing this, Olaf’s blood returned to its ordinary channels with a rush. He seized a thick branch that lay on the ground, and dealt the savage a whack on the bridge of his nose, that changed it almost immediately from a snub into a superb Roman! For this he received a buffet on the ear that raised a brilliant constellation in his brain, and laid him flat on the ground.


  Rising with difficulty, he was met with a shower of language from the savage in a voice which partook equally of the tones of remonstrance and abuse, but Olaf made no reply, chiefly because, not understanding what was said, he could not. Seeing this plainly indicated on his face, the savage stopped speaking and gave him a box on the other ear, by way of interpreting what he had said. It was not quite so violent as the first, and only staggered Olaf, besides lighting up a few faint stars. Very soon little Snorro became silent, from the combined effects of exhaustive squeezes and horror.


  Having thus promptly brought matters to what he seemed to consider a satisfactory condition, the savage wiping his Roman nose, which had bled a little, threw Snorro over his shoulder and, seizing Olaf by the collar of his coat, so as to thrust him on in advance, left the cavern with rapid strides.


  Words cannot describe the condition of poor Olaf’s mind, as he was thus forced violently along through the forest, he knew not whither. Fearful thoughts went flashing swiftly through his brain. That the savage would take him and Snorro to his home, wherever that might be, and kill, roast, and eat him, was one of the mildest of these thoughts. He reflected that the hatred of the savage towards him must be very intense, in consequence of his recent treatment of his nose, and that the pain of that feature would infallibly keep his hatred for a long time at the boiling-point; so that, in addition to the roasting and eating referred to, he had every reason to expect in his own case the addition of a little extra torture. Then he thought of the fact, that little Snorro would never more behold his mother, and the torture of mind resulting from this reflection is only comparable to the roasting of the body; but the worst thought of all was, that the dreadful pass to which he and Snorro had come, was the consequence of his own wilful disobedience! The anguish of spirit that filled him, when he reflected on this, was such that it caused him almost to forget the pain caused by savage knuckles in his neck, and savage prospects in the future.


  Oh how he longed for a knife! With what fearful gloating did he contemplate the exact spot in the savage groin into which he would have plunged it until the haft should have disappeared! And this, not so much from a feeling of revenge—though that was bad enough—as from an intense desire to rescue Snorro ere it should be too late.


  Several times he thought of a final dying effort at a hand-to-hand struggle with his captor, but the power of the grip on the back of his neck induced him to abandon that idea in despair. Then he thought of a sudden wrench and a desperate flight, but as that implied the leaving of Snorro to his fate, he abandoned that idea too in disdain. Suddenly, however, he recurred to it, reflecting that, if he could only manage to make his own escape, he might perhaps find his way back to the settlement, give the alarm, and lead his friends to Snorro’s rescue. The power of this thought was so strong upon him, that he suddenly stooped and gave his active body a twist, which he considered absolutely awful for strength, but, much to his astonishment, did not find himself free. On the contrary, he received such a shake, accompanied by such a kick, that from that moment he felt all hope to be gone.


  Thus they proceeded through the woods, and out upon an open space beyond, and over a variety of ridges, and down into a number of hollows, and again through several forests not unlike the first, until poor Olaf began to wonder whether they had not passed the boundaries of the world altogether and got into another region beyond—until his legs, sturdy though they were, began to give way beneath him—until the noon-day sun shone perpendicularly down through the trees, and felt as if it were burning up his brain. Then they came to a rivulet, on the banks of which were seen several tents of a conical form, made of skins, from the tops of which smoke was issuing.


  No sooner did the savage come in sight of these tents than he uttered a low peculiar cry. It was responded to, and immediately a band of half-naked savages, like himself, advanced to meet him.


  There was much gesticulation and loud excited talking, and a great deal of pointing to the two captives, with looks expressive of surprise and delight, but not a word could Olaf understand; and the gestures were not definite in their expression.


  When Snorro was placed sitting-wise on the ground—nearly half dead with fatigue, alarm, and hunger—he crept towards Olaf, hid his face in his breast, and sobbed. Then did Olaf’s conscience wake up afresh and stab him with a degree of vigour that was absolutely awful—for Olaf’s conscience was a tender one; and it is a strange, almost paradoxical, fact, that the tenderer a conscience is the more wrathfully does it stab and lacerate the heart of its owner when he has done wrong!


  There was, however, no uncertainty as to the disposition of the savages, when, after a thorough inspection of the children, they took them to the tents and set before them some boiled fish and roast venison.


  Need we remark that, for the time, Olaf and Snorro forgot their sorrow? It would scarcely be an exaggeration to say that Snorro was as ravenous as any wolf in Vinland. From the day of his birth that well-cared-for child had, four times a day, received regular nutriment in the form of milk, bread, eggs, and other substances, and never once had he been permitted to experience the pangs of hunger, though the intimations thereof were familiar. No wonder, then, that after an evening, a night, and half a day of abstinence, he looked with a longing gaze on victuals, and, when opportunity offered, devoured them desperately. Olaf, though trained a little in endurance, was scarcely less energetic, for his appetite was keen, and his fast had been unusually prolonged.


  When they had eaten as much as they could—to the delight of the natives, excepting, of course, the man with the temporary Roman nose—they were ordered by signals, which even Snorro understood, to remain still and behave themselves. Thereafter the natives struck their tents, packed up their goods and chattels, embarked in sixteen large canoes, and descended the rivulet a hundred yards or so to the spot where it flowed into a large river. Here they turned the canoes upstream, and silently but swiftly paddled away into the interior of the land.
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  Chapter Eighteen.


  Anxious Times—A Search Organised and Vigorously Carried Out.


  



  It is not easy to conceive the state of alarm that prevailed in the settlement of the Norsemen when it came to be known that little Snorro and Olaf were lost. The terrible fact did not of course break on them all at once.


  For some hours after the two adventurers had left home, Dame Gudrid went briskly about her household avocations, humming tunefully one of her native Icelandic airs, and thinking, no doubt, of Snorro. Astrid, assisted by Bertha, went about the dairy operations, gossiping of small matters in a pleasant way, and, among other things, providing Snorro’s allowance of milk. Thora busied herself in the preparation of Snorro’s little bed; and Freydissa, whose stern nature was always softened by the sight of the child, constructed, with elaborate care, a little coat for Snorro’s body. Thus Snorro’s interests were being tenderly cared for until the gradual descent of the sun induced the remark, that “Olaf must surely have taken a longer walk than usual that day.”


  “I must go and meet them,” said Gudrid, becoming for the first time uneasy.


  “Let me go with you,” said Bertha.


  “Come, child,” returned Gudrid.


  In passing the spot where the little bear had been cut up and skinned, they saw Hake standing with Biarne.


  “Did you say that Olaf took the track of the woodcutters?” asked Gudrid.


  “Ay, that was their road at starting,” answered Biarne. “Are they not later than usual?”


  “A little. We go to meet them.”


  “Tell Olaf that I have kept the bear’s claws for him,” said Biarne.


  The two women proceeded a considerable distance along the woodcutters’ track, chatting, as they went, on various subjects, but, not meeting the children, they became alarmed and walked on in silence.


  Suddenly Gudrid stopped.


  “Bertha,” said she, “let us not waste time. If the dear children have strayed a little out of the right road, it is of the utmost importance to send men to search and shout for them before it begins to darken. Come, we will return.”


  Being more alarmed than she liked to confess, even to herself, Gudrid at once walked rapidly homewards, and, on approaching the huts, quickened her pace to a run.


  “Quick, Swend, Hake, Biarne!” she cried; “the children must have lost their way—haste you to search for them before the sun goes down. Shout as ye go. It will be ill to find them after dark, and if they have to spend the night in the woods, I fear me they will—”


  “Don’t fear anything, Gudrid,” said Biarne kindly. “We will make all haste, and doubtless shall find them rambling in the thickets near at hand.—Go, Hake, find Karlsefin, and tell him that I will begin the search at once with Swend, while he gets together a few men.”


  Cheered by Biarne’s hearty manner, Gudrid was a little comforted, and returned to the house to complete her preparation of Snorro’s supper, while Hake gave the alarm to Karlsefin, who, accompanied by Leif and a body of men, at once went off to scour the woods in every direction.


  Of course they searched in vain, for their attention was at first directed to the woods near home, in which it was naturally enough supposed that Olaf might have lost his way in returning. Not finding them there, Karlsefin became thoroughly alive to the extreme urgency of the case, and the necessity for a thorough and extended plan of search.


  “Come hither, Hake,” said he. “This may be a longer business than we thought for. Run back to the huts, call out all the men except the home-guards. Let them come prepared for a night in the woods, each man with a torch, and one meal in his pouch at least—”


  “Besides portions for the twenty men already out,” suggested Hake.


  “Right, right, lad, and tell them to meet me at the Pine Ridge.—Away! If ever thy legs rivalled the wind, let them do so now.”


  Hake sprang off at a pace which appeared satisfactory even to the anxious father.


  In half an hour Karlsefin was joined at the Pine Ridge by all the available strength of the colony, and there he organised and despatched parties in all directions, appointing the localities they were to traverse, the limits of their search, and the time and place for the next rendezvous. This last was to be on the identical ridge whence poor Olaf had taken his departure into the unknown land. Karlsefin knew well that it was his favourite haunt, and intended to search carefully up to it, never dreaming that the boy would go beyond it after the strict injunctions he had received not to do so, and the promises he had made.


  “I’m not so sure as you seem to be that Olaf has not gone beyond the ridge,” observed Leif to Karlsefin, after the men had left them.


  “Why not?” asked the latter. “He is a most trustworthy boy.”


  “I know it—who should know it so well as his own father?” returned Leif; “but he is very young. I have known him give way to temptation once or twice before now. He may have done it again.”


  “I trust not,” said Karlsefin; “but come, let us make direct for the ridge, while the others continue the search; we can soon ascertain whether he has wandered beyond it. I know his favourite tree. Doubtless his footsteps will guide us.”


  Already it had begun to grow dark, so that when they reached the ridge it was necessary to kindle the torches before anything could be ascertained.


  “Here are the footsteps,” cried Karlsefin, after a brief search.


  Leif, who was searching in another direction, hurried towards his friend, torch in hand.


  “See, there is Olaf’s footprint on that soft ground,” said Karlsefin, moving slowly along, with the torch held low, “but there is no sign of Snorro’s little feet. Olaf always carried him—yet—ah! here they are on this patch of sand, look. They had halted here—probably to rest; perhaps to change Snorro’s position. I’ve lost them again—no! here they are, but only Olaf’s. He must have lifted the child again, no doubt.”


  “Look here,” cried Leif, who had again strayed a little from his friend. “Are not these footsteps descending the ridge?”


  Karlsefin hastily examined them.


  “They are,” he cried, “and then they go down towards the wood—ay, into it. Without doubt Olaf has broken his promise; but let us make sure.”


  A careful investigation convinced both parents that the children had entered that part of the forest, and that therefore all search in any other direction was useless. Karlsefin immediately re-ascended the ridge, and, putting both hands to his mouth, gave the peculiar halloo which had been agreed upon as the signal that some of the searchers had either found the children or fallen upon their tracks.


  “You’ll have to give them another shout,” said Leif.


  Karlsefin did so, and immediately after a faint and very distant halloo came back in reply.


  “That’s Biarne,” observed Karlsefin, as they stood listening intently. “Hist! there is another.”


  A third and fourth halloo followed quickly, showing that the signal had been heard by all; and in a very short time the searchers came hurrying to the rendezvous, one after another.


  “Have you found them?” was of course the first eager question of each, followed by a falling of the countenance when the reply “No” was given. But there was a rising of hope again when it was pointed out that they must certainly be in some part of the tract of dense woodland just in front of them. There were some there, however—and these were the most experienced woodsmen—who shook their heads mentally when they gazed at the vast wilderness, which, in the deepening gloom, looked intensely black, and the depths of which they knew must be as dark as Erebus at that hour. Still, no one expressed desponding feelings, but each spoke cheerfully and agreed at once to the proposed arrangement of continuing the search all night by torchlight.


  When the plan of search had been arranged, and another rendezvous fixed, the various parties went out and searched the live-long night in every copse and dell, in every bush and brake, and on every ridge and knoll that seemed the least likely to have been selected by the lost little ones as a place of shelter. But the forest was wide. A party of ten times their number would have found it absolutely impossible to avoid passing many a dell and copse and height and hollow unawares. Thus it came to pass that although they were once or twice pretty near the cave where the children were sleeping, they did not find it. Moreover, the ground in places was very hard, so that, although they more than once discovered faint tracks, they invariably lost them again in a few minutes. They shouted lustily, too, as they went along, but to two such sleepers as Olaf and Snorro in their exhausted condition, their wildest shouts were but as the whisperings of a sick mosquito.


  Gradually the searchers wandered farther and farther away from the spot, until they were out of sight and hearing.


  We say sight and hearing, because, though the children were capable of neither at that time, there was in that wood an individual who was particularly sharp in regard to both. This was a scout of a party of natives who chanced to be travelling in that neighbourhood at the time. The man—who had a reddish-brown body partially clad in a deer-skin, glittering black eyes, and very stiff wiry black hair, besides uncommonly strong and long white teeth, in excellent order—chanced to have taken up his quarters for the night under a tree on the top of a knoll. When, in the course of his slumbers, he became aware of the fact that a body of men were going about the woods with flaring torches and shouting like maniacs, he awoke, not with a start, or any such ridiculous exclamation as “Ho!” “Ha!” or “Hist!” but with the mild operation of opening his saucer-like eyes until they were at their widest. No evil resulting from this cautious course of action, he ventured to raise his head an inch off the ground—which was his rather extensive pillow—then another inch and another, until he found himself resting on his elbow and craning his neck over a low bush. Being almost black, and quite noiseless, he might have been mistaken for a slowly-moving shadow.


  Gradually he gained his knees, then his feet, and then, peering into space, he observed Biarne and Krake, with several others, ascending the knoll.


  For the shadow to sink again to its knees, slope to its elbows, recline on its face, and glide into the heart of a thick bush and disappear, did not seem at all difficult or unnatural. At any rate that is what it did, and there it remained observing all that passed.


  “Ho! hallo! Olaf! Snorro! hi-i-i!” shouted Biarne on reaching the summit of the knoll.


  “Hooroo!” yelled Krake, in a tone that must have induced the shadow to take him for a half-brother.


  “Nothing here,” said Biarne, holding up the torch and peering round in all directions.


  “Nothing whatever,” responded Krake.


  He little knew at the time that the shadow was displaying his teeth, and loosening in its sheath a long knife or dagger made of bone, which, from the spot where he lay, he could have launched with unerring certainty into the heart of any of those who stood before him. It is well for man that he sometimes does not know what might be!


  After a brief inspection of the knoll, and another shout or two, they descended again into the brake and pushed on. The shadow rose and followed until he reached a height whence he could see that the torch-bearers had wandered far away to the westward. As the friends and relatives for whom he acted the part of scout were encamped away to the eastward, he returned to his tree and continued his nap till daybreak, when he arose and shook himself, yawned and scratched his head. Evidently he pondered the occurrences of the night, and felt convinced that if so many strange men went about looking for something with so much care and anxiety, it must undoubtedly, be something that was worth looking for. Acting on this idea he began to look.


  Now, it must be well-known to most people that savages are rather smart fellows at making observations on things in general and drawing conclusions therefrom. The shouts led him to believe that lost human beings were being sought for. Daylight enabled him to see little feet which darkness had concealed from the Norsemen, whence he concluded that children were being sought for. Following out his clue, with that singular power of following a trail for which savages are noted, he came to the cave, and peered through the bushes with his great eyes, pounced upon the sleepers, and had his pug nose converted into a Roman—all as related in the last chapter.


  Sometime after sunrise the various searching parties assembled at the place of rendezvous—fagged, dispirited, and hungry.


  “Come,” said Karlsefin, who would not permit his feelings to influence his conduct, “we must not allow ourselves to despond at little more than the beginning of our search. We will breakfast here, lads, and then return to the ridge where we first saw their footsteps. Daylight will enable us to track them more easily. Thank God the weather is warm, and I daresay if they kept well under cover of the trees, the dear children may have got no harm from exposure. They have not been fasting very long, so—let us to work.”


  Leif and Biarne both fell in with Karlsefin’s humour, and cheered the spirits of the men by their tone and example, so that when the hurried meal was finished they felt much refreshed, and ready to begin the work of another day.


  It was past noon before they returned to the ridge and began the renewed search. Daylight now enabled them to trace the little footsteps with more certainty, and towards the afternoon they came to the cave where the children had slept.


  “Here have they spent the night,” said Leif, with breathless interest, as he and Karlsefin examined every corner of the place.


  “But they are gone,” returned the other, “and it behoves us to waste no time. Go, Biarne, let the men spread out—stay!—Is not this the foot of a man who wears a shoe somewhat different from ours?”


  “’Tis a savage,” said Biarne, in a tone of great anxiety.


  Karlsefin made no reply, and the party being now concentrated, they followed eagerly on, finding the prints of the feet quite plain in many places.


  “Unquestionably they have been captured by a savage,” said Leif.


  “Ay, and he must have taken Snorro on his shoulder, and made poor Olaf walk alongside,” observed Biarne.


  Following the trail with the perseverance and certainty of blood-hounds, they at last came to the deserted encampment on the banks of the rivulet. That it had been forsaken only a short time before was apparent from the circumstance of the embers of the fires still smoking. They examined the place closely and found the little foot-marks of the children, which were quite distinguishable from those of the native children by the difference in the form of the shoes. Soon they came to marks on the bank of the stream which indicated unmistakeably that canoes had been launched there. And now, for the first time, the countenances of Leif and Karlsefin fell.


  “You think there is no hope?” asked the latter.


  “I won’t say that,” replied Leif; “but we know not what course they have taken, and we cannot follow them on foot.”


  “True,” observed Karlsefin, in bitter despondency.


  “The case is not so bad,” observed Heika, stepping forward at this point. “You know we have a number of canoes captured from the savages; some of us have become somewhat expert in the management of these. Let a few of us go back and fetch them hither on our shoulders, with provisions for a long journey, and we shall soon be in a position to give chase. They cannot have gone far yet, and we shall be sure to overtake them, for what we lack in experience shall be more than made up by the strength of our arms and wills.”


  “Thou art a good counsellor, Heika,” said Karlsefin, with a sad smile; “I will follow that advice. Go thou and Hake back to the huts as fast as may be, and order the home-guard to make all needful preparation. Some of us will follow in thy steps more leisurely, and others will remain here to rest until you return with the canoes.”


  Thus directed the brothers turned their powers of speed to good account, so that, when some of their comrades returned foot-sore and jaded for want of rest, they not only found that everything was ready for a start, but that a good meal had been prepared for them.


  While these remained in the settlement to rest and protect it, the home-guards were ordered to get ready for immediate service. Before night had closed in, the brothers, with torches in their hands, headed a party of fresh men carrying three canoes and provisions on their shoulders. They reached the encampment again in the early morning, and by daybreak all was ready for a start. Karlsefin, Thorward, and Heika acted as steersmen; Krake, Tyrker, and Hake filled the important posts of bowmen. Besides these there were six men in each canoe, so that the entire party numbered twenty-four strong men, fully armed with bow and arrow, sword and shield, and provisioned for a lengthened voyage.


  “Farewell, friends,” said Karlsefin to those who stood on the banks of the little stream. “It may be that we shall never return from this enterprise. You may rest assured that we will either rescue the children or perish in the attempt. Leif and Biarne have agreed to remain in charge of the settlement. They are good men and true, and well able to guide and advise you. Tell Gudrid that my last thoughts shall be of her—if I do not return. But I do not anticipate failure, for the God of the Christians is with us.—Farewell.”


  “Farewell,” responded the Norsemen on the bank, waving their hands as the canoes shot out into the stream.


  In a few minutes they reached the great river, and, turning upstream, were soon lost to view in the depths of the wide wilderness.
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  Chapter Nineteen.


  New Experiences—Difficulties Encountered and Overcome—Thorward and Tyrker Make a Joint Effort, with Humbling Results.


  



  It may be as well to remark here, that the Norsemen were not altogether ignorant of the course of the great river on which they had now embarked. During their sojourn in those regions they had, as we have said, sent out many exploring parties, and were pretty well acquainted with the nature of the country within fifty miles or so in all directions. These expeditions, however, had been conducted chiefly on land; only one of them by water.


  That one consisted of a solitary canoe, manned by four men, of whom Heika was steersman, while Hake managed the bow-paddle, these having proved themselves of all the party the most apt to learn the use of the paddle and management of the canoe. During the fight with the savages, recorded in a previous chapter, the brothers had observed that the man who sat in the bow was of quite as much importance in regard to steering as he who sat in the stern; and when they afterwards ascended the river, and found it necessary to shoot hither and thither amongst the surges, cross-currents, and eddies of a rapid, they then discovered that simple steering at one end of their frail bark would not suffice, but that it was necessary to steer, as it were, at both ends. Sometimes, in order to avoid a stone, or a dangerous whirlpool, or a violent shoot, it became necessary to turn the canoe almost on its centre, as on a pivot, or at least within its own length; and in order to accomplish this, the steersman had to dip his paddle as far out to one side as possible, to draw the stern in that direction, while the bowman did the same on the opposite side, and drew the bow the other way—thus causing the light craft to spin round almost instantly. The two guiding men thus acted in unison, and it was only by thoroughly understanding each other, in all conceivable situations, that good and safe steering could be achieved.


  The canoes which had been captured from the savages were frail barks in the most literal sense of these words. They were made of the bark of the birch-tree, a substance which, though tough, was very easily split insomuch that a single touch upon a stone was sufficient to cause a bad leak. Hence the utmost care was required in their navigation. But although thus easily damaged they were also easily repaired, the materials for reparation—or even, if necessary, reconstruction—being always at hand in the forest.


  Now although Heika and his brother were, as we have said, remarkably expert, it does not follow that those were equally so who managed the other two canoes of the expedition. On the contrary, their experience in canoeing had hitherto been slight. Karlsefin and his bowman Krake were indeed tolerably expert, having practised a good deal with the Scottish brothers, but Thorward turned out to be an uncommonly bad canoe-man; nevertheless, with the self-confidence natural to a good seaman, and one who was expert with the oar, he scouted the idea that anything connected with fresh-water voyaging could prove difficult to him, and resolutely claimed and took his position as one of the steersmen of the expedition. His bowman, Tyrker, as ill luck would have it, turned out to be the worst man of them all in rough water, although he had shown himself sufficiently good on the smooth lake to induce the belief that he might do well enough.


  But their various powers in this respect were not at first put to the test, because for a very long way the river was uninterrupted by rapids, and progress was therefore comparatively easy. The scenery through which they passed was rich and varied in the extreme. At one part the river ran between high banks, which were covered to the water’s edge with trees and bushes of different kinds, many of them being exceedingly brilliant in colour. At another part the banks were lower, with level spaces like lawns, and here and there little openings where rivulets joined the river, their beds affording far-reaching glimpses of woodland, in which deer might occasionally be seen gambolling. Elsewhere the river widened occasionally into something like a lake, with wooded islets on its calm surface, while everywhere the water, earth, and air teemed with animal life—fish, flesh, fowl, and insect. It was such a sight of God’s beautiful earth as may still be witnessed by those who, leaving the civilised world behind, plunge into the vast wildernesses that exist to this day in North America.


  Beautiful though it was, however, the Norsemen had small leisure and not much capacity to admire it, being pre-occupied and oppressed by anxiety as to the fate of the children. Still, in spite of this, a burst of admiration would escape them ever and anon as they passed rapidly along.


  The first night they came to the spot where the natives had encamped the night before, and all hands were very sanguine of overtaking them quickly. They went about the encampment examining everything, stirring up the embers of the fires, which were still hot, and searching for little footprints.


  Hake’s unerring bow had supplied the party with fresh venison and some wild-geese. While they sat over the fires that night roasting steaks and enjoying marrow-bones, they discussed their prospects.


  “They have got but a short start of us,” said Karlsefin, looking thoughtfully into the fire, before which he reclined on a couch of pine-branches, “and if we push on with vigour, giving ourselves only just sufficient repose to keep up our strength, we shall be sure to overtake them in a day or two.”


  “It may be so,” said Thorward, with a doubtful shake of the head; “but you know, brother, that a stern chase is usually a long one.”


  Thorward was one of those unfortunate men who get the credit of desiring to throw wet blankets and cold water upon everything, whereas, poor man, his only fault was a tendency to view things critically, so as to avoid the evil consequences of acting on the impulse of an over-sanguine temperament. Thorward was a safe adviser, but was not a pleasant one, to those who regard all objection as opposition, and who don’t like to look difficulties full in the face. However, there is no question that it would have been better for him, sometimes, if he had been gifted with the power of holding his tongue!


  His friend Karlsefin, however, fully appreciated and understood him.


  “True,” said he, with a quiet smile, “as you say, a stern chase is a long one; nevertheless we are not far astern, and that is what I count on for shortening the chase.”


  “That is a just remark,” said Thorward gravely, applying a marrow-bone to his lips, and drinking the semi-liquid fat therefrom as if from a cup; “but I think you might make it (this is most excellent marrow!) a still shorter chase if you would take my advice.—Ho! Krake, hand me another marrow-bone. It seems to me that Vinland deer have a peculiar sweetness, which is not so obvious in those of Norway, though perchance it is hunger which gives the relish; and yet can I truly say that I have been hungered in Norway. However, I care not to investigate reasons too closely while I am engaged in the actual practice of consumption.”


  Here he put another marrow-bone to his lips, and sucked out the contents with infinite gusto.


  “And what may your advice be?” asked his friend, laughing.


  “I’ll wager that Hake could tell you if his mouth were not too full,” replied Thorward, with a smile.


  “Say, thou thrall, before refilling that capacious cavern, what had best be done in order to increase our speed?”


  Hake checked a piece of wild-fowl on its passage to his mouth, and, after a moment’s consideration, replied that in his opinion lightening the load of the canoe was the best thing to be done.


  “And say,” continued Thorward, beginning to (eat) a large drumstick, “how may that be done?”


  “By leaving our provisions behind,” answered Hake.


  “Ha! did not I say that he could tell you?” growled Thorward between his teeth, which were at that moment conflicting with the sinewy part of the drumstick.


  “There is something in that,” remarked Karlsefin.


  “Something in it!” exclaimed Thorward, resting for a moment from his labours in order to wash all down with a cataract of water; “why, there is everything in it. Who ever heard of a man running a race with a full stomach—much less winning it? If we would win we must voyage light; besides, what need is there to carry salt salmon and dried flesh with us when the woods are swarming with such as these, and when we have a man in our company who can bring down a magpie on the wing?”


  “And that’s true, if anything ever was,” observed Krake, who had been too busy up to that point to do more than listen.


  Hake nodded his approval of the sentiment, and Karlsefin said that he quite agreed with it, and would act upon the advice next day.


  “Just take a very little salmon,” suggested Tyrker, with a sigh, “for fear this good fortune should perhaps come suddenly to an end.”


  There was a general laugh at Tyrker’s caution, and Karlsefin said he was at liberty to fill his own pockets with salmon for his own use, if he chose.


  “Sure it would be much better,” cried Krake, “to eat a week’s allowance all at once, and so save time and trouble.”


  “If I had your stomach, Krake, I might try that,” retorted Tyrker, “but mine is not big enough.”


  “Well, now,” returned Krake, “if you only continue to over-eat for a week or two, as you’re doing just now, you’ll find it big enough—and more!”


  “We must sleep to-night, and not talk,” said Karlsefin gravely, for he saw that the dispute was likely to wax hot. “Come, get you all to rest. I will call you two hours hence.”


  Every man of the expedition was sound asleep in a few minutes after that, with the exception of their leader, who was to keep the first half-hour watch—Thorward, Heika, and Hake being appointed to relieve him and each other in succession.


  The moon was shining brightly when the two hours had elapsed. This was very fortunate, because they expected to arrive at the rapids ere long, and would require light to ascend them. Owing to recent heavy rains, however, the current was so strong that they did not reach the rapids till sunrise. Before starting, they had buried all their provisions in such a way that they might be dug up and used, if necessary, on their return.


  “’Tis as well that we have daylight here,” observed Karlsefin, as he, Thorward, and Hake stood on a rocky part of the bank just below the rapids, and surveyed the place before making the attempt.


  It might have been observed that Thorward’s face expressed some unusual symptoms of feeling, as he looked up the river, and saw there nothing but a turbulent mass of heaving surges dashing themselves wildly against sharp forbidding rocks, which at one moment were grinning like black teeth amidst the white foam, and the next were overwhelmed by the swelling billows.


  “You don’t mean to say we have to go up that maelstrom?” he said, pointing to the river, and looking at Hake.


  “I would there were any other road,” answered Hake, smiling, “but truly I know of none. The canoes are light, and might be carried by land to the still water above the rapids, but, as you see, the banks here are sheer up and down without foothold for a crow, and if we try to go round by the woods on either side, we shall have a march of ten miles through such a country that the canoes will be torn to pieces before the journey is completed.”


  “Have you and Heika ever ascended that mad stream?” cried Thorward.


  “Ay—twice.”


  “Without overturning?”


  “Yes—without overturning.”


  Again Thorward bestowed on the river a long silent gaze, and his countenance wore an expression of blank surprise, which was so amusing that Karlsefin forgot for a moment the anxiety that oppressed him, and burst into a hearty fit of laughter.


  “Ye have little to laugh at,” said Thorward gravely. “It is all very well to talk of seamanship—and, truly, if you will give me a good boat with a stout pair of oars, and the roughest sea you ever saw, I will show you what I can do—but who ever heard of a man going afloat in an egg-shell on a monstrous kettle of boiling water?”


  “Why, Hake says he has done it,” said Karlsefin.


  “When I see him do it I will believe it,” replied Thorward doggedly.


  “You will not, I suppose, object to follow, if I lead the way?” asked Hake.


  “Go to, thrall! Dost think I am afraid?” said Thorward sternly; and then, as if he thought such talk trifling, turned on his heel with a light laugh, and was about to descend the bank of the river to the spot where the men stood in a group near the canoes, when Karlsefin called him back.


  “Softly, not so fast, Thorward. Although no doubt we are valiant sailors—and woe betide the infatuated man who shall venture to deny it!—yet must we put our pride in our pouches for once, and accept instruction from Hake. After all, it is said that wise men may learn something from babes—if so, why may not sea-kings learn from thralls?—unless, indeed, we be not up to the mark of wise men.”


  “I am all attention,” said Thorward.


  “This, then,” said Hake, pointing to a large rock in the middle of the stream, “is the course you must pursue, if ye would reach the upper end of the rapid in a dry skin. See you yonder rock—the largest—where the foam breaks most fiercely, as if in wrath because it cannot overleap it? Well, that is our first resting-place. If you follow my finger closely, you will see, near the foot of the rapid, two smaller rocks, one below the other; they only show now and then as the surges rise and fall, but each has an eddy, or a tail of smooth water below it. Do you see them?”


  “I see, I see,” cried Thorward, becoming interested in spite of himself; “but, truly, if thou callest that part of the river smooth and a ‘tail,’ I hope I may never fall into the clutches of the smooth animal to which that tail belongs.”


  “It is smooth compared with the rest,” continued Hake, “and has a back-draught which will enable us to rest there a moment. You will observe that the stone above has also a tail, the end of which comes quite down to the head of the tail below. Well, then, you must make such a bold dash at the rapid that you shall reach the lower eddy. That gained, the men will rest a space and breathe, but not cease paddling altogether, else will you be carried down again. Then make a dash into the stream and paddle might and main till you reach the eddy above. You will thus have advanced about thirty yards, and be in a position to make a dash for the long eddy that extends from the big rock.”


  “That is all very plain,” observed Thorward; “but does it not seem to you, Hake, that the best way to explain matters would be to go and ascend while we look on and learn a lesson through our eyes?”


  “I am ready,” was the youth’s brief reply; for he was a little hurt by the seaman’s tone and manner.


  “Thorward is right, Hake,” said Karlsefin. “Go, take your own canoe up. We will watch you from this spot, and follow if all goes well.”


  The young Scot at once sprang down the bank, and in a few minutes his canoe with its six men, and Heika steering, shot out from the bank towards the rapid.


  All tendency to jest forsook Thorward as he stood beside his friend on the cliff with compressed lips and frowning brow, gazing upon the cork-like vessel which danced upon the troubled waters. In a minute it was at the foot of the broken water. Then Heika’s voice rose above the roar of the stream, as he gave a shout and urged on his men. The canoe sprang into the boiling flood. It appeared to remain stationary, while the men struggled might and main.


  “’Tis too strong for them!” cried Thorward, becoming excited.


  “No; they advance!” said Karlsefin in a deep, earnest tone.


  This was true, but their progress was very small. Gradually they overcame the power of the stream and shot into the first eddy, amid the cheers of their comrades on shore. Here they waited only a moment or two, and then made a dash for the second eddy. There was a shout of disappointment from the men, because they swept down so fast that it seemed as if all the distance gained had been lost; but suddenly the canoe was caught by the extreme tail of the eddy, the downward motion of its bow was stopped, it was turned straight upstream, and they paddled easily towards the second rock. Another brief pause was made here, and then a dash was made for the eddy below the large rock. This was more easily gained, but the turbulence of the water was so great that there was much more danger in crossing from one eddy to the other than there had been before.


  Under the large rock they rested for a few minutes, and then, dashing out into the rapid, renewed the struggle. Thus, yard by yard, taking advantage of every available rock and eddy, they surmounted the difficulty and landed at the head of the rapids, where they waved their caps to their friends below.


  “It’s Krake that wishes he was there!” observed that worthy, wiping the perspiration from his brow and drawing a long deep breath; for the mere sight of the struggle had excited him almost as much as if he had engaged in it.


  “’Tis Krake that will soon be there if all goes well,” remarked Karlsefin, with a laugh, as he came forward and ordered his canoe to be pushed off. “I will be ready to follow, but you had better go first, Thorward. If anything befalls you I am here to aid.”


  “Well, come along, lads,” cried Thorward. “Get into the bow, Tyrker, and see that you do your duty like a man. Much depends on you—more’s the pity!” He added the last words in a low voice, for Thorward, being a very self-reliant man, would like to have performed all the duties himself, had that been possible.


  “Shove off!”


  They shot from the bank and made for the rapid gallantly. Thorward’s shout quite eclipsed that of Heika on taking the rapid. Truly, if strength of lung could have done it, he might have taken his canoe up single-handed, for he roared like a bull of Bashan when Tyrker missed a stroke of his paddle, thereby letting the bow sweep round so that the canoe was carried back to the point whence it had started.


  Tremendous was the roar uttered by Thorward when they faced the rapid the second time, and fierce was the struggle of the men when in it, and anxious was Tyrker to redeem his error—so anxious, in fact, that he missed another stroke and well-nigh fell overboard!


  It is said that “Fortune favours the brave.” There was no lack of bravery in Tyrker—only lack of experience and coolness—and Fortune favoured him on this occasion. If he had not missed a stroke and fallen forward, his miscalculation of aqueous forces would have sent the canoe past the mark in the opposite direction from the last time; but the missed stroke was the best stroke of all, for it allowed the canoe to shoot into the first eddy, and converted a terrific roar of wrath from Thorward into a hearty cheer.


  Resting a few moments, as Heika and his crew had done, they then addressed themselves to the second part of the rapid. Here Thorward steered so well that the canoe took the stream at the proper angle; but Tyrker, never having perceived what the right angle was, and strongly impressed with the belief that the bow was pointing too much up the river, made a sudden stroke on the wrong side! The canoe instantly flew not only to the tail of the eddy, but right across it into the wild surges beyond, where it was all but upset, first to one side then to the other, after which it spun round like a teetotum, and was carried with fearful violence towards one of those rocky ridges which we have described as being alternately covered and uncovered by the foam. On the crest of a bulging cascade they were fortunately borne right over this ridge, which next moment showed its black teeth, as if grinning at the dire mischief it might have done if it had only chosen to bite! Next instant the canoe overturned, and left the men to flounder to land, while it went careering down towards the gravelly shallows below.


  Now Karlsefin had anticipated this, and was prepared for it. In the first place, he had caused the arms, etcetera, to be removed from Thorward’s canoe before it set out, saying that he would carry them up in his canoe, so that his friend’s might go light. Then, having his vessel ready and manned, he at once pushed out and intercepted the other canoe before it reached the gravelly shallows, where it would have been much damaged, if not dashed to pieces.


  “That is bad luck,” observed Thorward, somewhat sulkily, as, after swimming ashore, he wrung the water from his garments.


  “Not worse than might have been expected on a first trial,” said Karlsefin, laughing. “Besides, that rascal Tyrker deceived me. Had I known he was so bad, you should have had Krake.”


  Poor Tyrker, very much crestfallen, kept carefully away from the party, and did not hear that remark.


  “Now it is my turn,” continued Karlsefin. “If we get up safely I will send Heika down to take the bow of your canoe.”


  Karlsefin, as we said, was somewhat more expert than most of the men in managing canoes, and Krake, besides having had more experience than many of his fellows, had once before visited and ascended this rapid. They therefore made the ascent almost as well as the Scots had done.


  Arrived at the upper end, Hake and Heika were ordered to remove everything out of their canoe, and, with a full crew, to run down to the aid of their friends. Karlsefin himself went with them as one of the crew, so that he might take the steering paddle when Heika should resign it in order to act as Thorward’s bowman. Thus manned, the second attempt was crowned with success, and, not long afterwards the three canoes swept into a smooth reach of the river above the rapids, and proceeded on their way.


  But a great deal of time had been lost in this way, and Karlsefin felt that it must be made up for by renewed diligence and protracted labour.
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  Chapter Twenty.


  Remarkable Experiences of Olaf and Snorro—The Former Suffers the Pangs of Remorse.


  



  A camp of savages is, in some respects, exceedingly unattractive. Indeed, it may truly be said to be in many respects repulsive. There are usually odours in such a camp which are repellent to the nose, dishes that are disgusting to the taste, sights that are disagreeable to the eyes, sounds that are abhorrent to the ear, and habits that are uncongenial to the feelings.


  Nevertheless there is much in such a camp that is deeply interesting. The student of nature, the mental and moral philosopher, the anthropologist, and the philanthropist—ay, even the cynic—might each find much food here suited to his particular tastes and powers of mental digestion. At present, however, we have chiefly to do, good reader, with that which interests you and me—namely, Olaf and Snorro, who were prisoners of war in a savage camp.


  The camp referred to was not the small affair already described as having taken sudden flight from the rivulet which flowed into the great river, where we have left the Norsemen doing battle with the waters. It was the great parent, of which that little camp was but an offshoot—the head-quarters of a whole tribe of savages, who dwelt in it to the extent of many hundreds. Yet it was not a fixed camp. It was a moving village of leathern tents, or wigwams, pitched without any regard to order, on the margin of what appeared to be a small lake, but which was in reality a mere widening of the great river.


  Hither Olaf and Snorro were brought by their captors, and immediately conveyed to the tent of the chief, who was an aged and white-haired though vigorous and strong-boned savage. Whitepow, for such, curiously enough, was his name, opened his eyes uncommonly wide when he saw the children of the Norsemen, and, sitting up on the couch of furs on which he had been reclining, gazed at them for about five minutes without speaking, almost without winking.


  Snorro did not appear to relish this, for he crept close to Olaf’s side and tried to turn away his eyes, but found this to be impossible, for a sort of fascination kept them riveted on the countenance of the aged Whitepow.


  At last the savage chief opened his mouth as well as his eyes, and spoke to the savage who had brought the children into the royal presence. That worthy rapidly related the circumstances of the capture—at least so it is to be presumed, but no one can now tell for certain—after which Whitepow turned to Olaf and said something which as near as possible resembled the words:


  “Whardeekum froyoul ittlsiner?”


  “I don’t understand you,” answered Olaf humbly. Whitepow repeated the words, and Olaf reiterated his assurance that he could make nothing of them whatever.


  This concluded the interview at that time, and Whitepow gave an order which resulted in the children being conveyed to a tent where there were several women, old and young, to whom they were handed over with a message which we cannot record, not knowing what it was.


  The reception which they met with from these native women was flattering, if not in all respects pleasant. First, they were placed in the centre of the group and gazed at in wondering admiration. Then they were seized and kissed and hugged all round the circle. Then they were examined carefully all over, and under as well, their white skins being as much a matter of interest as their clothing. After that their fair hair was smoothed and parted by not untender hands, and they were hugged again—just as two new dolls might have been by a group of sisters on first making their acquaintance.


  Of course there was an immense deal of talking and chatting and commenting, also no small amount of giggling, and once or twice one of the women addressed Olaf; but Olaf shook his head and stuck to his first assurance that their words were incomprehensible.


  All this was borne by the captives with wonderful equanimity, because neither was old enough to be much affected by dirtiness of person or garments, and both were thoroughly able to appreciate kindness.


  Finally, a stout and not bad-looking young woman took possession of Snorro, and robbed her own offspring in order to bestow on him a very acceptable drink of milk. This last act quite reconciled him to his fate, and Olaf, though not so easily won over, was somewhat mollified by a kindly old woman, who placed him at her side, and set before him a dish of dried berries.


  When this feeding process was concluded, and the first blush of novelty began to wear off, the children were turned out in front of the women’s tent, where, seated together on a bit of wood, they underwent the inspection of the whole tribe, old and young, male and female. This was a much more trying ordeal, but in about an hour an order was issued which resulted in the dispersion of every one save a few boys, who were either privileged individuals or rebellious subjects, for they not only came back to gaze at the children, but ventured at length to carry them off to play near the banks of the river.


  Olaf was so far reconciled to his new friends that he did not object to witness and take an interest in their games, though he resolutely refused to join, fearing that if he did so his little charge might be spirited away while he was not watching.


  At last one of the boys, whose head was very small and round, and whose name appeared to be Powlet, came forward with a little red paint, and offered to apply it to Olaf’s face. All the boys’ faces were, we may observe, more or less painted with black, red, white, and blue colours, and their heads were decorated more or less with feathers. Indeed, these feathers constituted, with the exception of a trifling shred of leather about the loins, and some feathers in their hair, all the clothing they wore at that season of the year.


  Olaf refused to be painted, whereupon Powlet rubbed the red paint on the point of his own nose, an operation which so tickled the fancy of Snorro, that he burst into a hearty fit of laughter, to Olaf’s ineffable joy.


  “That’s right, Snorrie,” he cried, setting the child on his knee, “laugh again; do it heartily; it will cheer us both.”


  “It am so fun-ny, O’af,” said Snorro, repeating the laugh as he looked at the native boy.


  Observing the success of his efforts to please, Powlet put a spot of the red paint under each eye, and Snorro laughed so much at this that all the other boys came crowding round to ascertain and enjoy the joke.


  Powlet now offered to anoint Snorro in the same way, but Snorro objected, and, pointing to his protector said, with a look of glee—


  “Do O’af.”


  Nothing else would have induced Olaf to submit, but Snorro’s wish was law to him. He therefore consented at once, and Powlet, dipping his finger in the red paint which he carried in the hollow of his hand, drew a thick stroke from Olaf’s forehead down to the point of his nose, where he made it terminate in a large, round spot.


  There was a tremendous shout at this, not only from Snorro, but from all the other boys; and Olaf was so pleased to see Snorro happy, that he turned to Powlet, pointed to his face, and nodded his head by way of inviting further decoration.


  Powlet was an intelligent boy. He understood him at once, and went on with his work, a boy coming up at the moment with some white paint in his hand, and another with some blue. A white diamond was immediately planted on each cheek, and a blue circle under each eye, with a red spot in the centre of each. So far, the work was very striking and suggestive, but when Powlet finished off by drawing a series of blue, red, and white lines over Olaf’s eyes, in the forms that usually indicate astonishment, added a red oval to the chin, with a blue spot in the middle of it, and stuck some feathers in his hair, the effect was absolutely tremendous, for it caused the native boys to yell with delight, and Snorro almost to fall off his protector’s knee in a fit of juvenile hysterics.


  “Don’t overdo it, Snorrie,” said Olaf in some alarm.


  “Oh! O’af, ’oo is so fun-ny!” he cried again, giving way to mirth till the tears ran down his cheeks.


  At this point a tall savage came rushing out of the chief’s tent with glaring eyes, and made for the spot where the boys were assembled. They seemed to know at once what was his errand, for, with one consent, they scattered and fled. The tall savage singled out Powlet, caught him, punched his head, and flung him into the river, after which he turned, and, without taking any notice of the captives further than to gaze at them, returned leisurely to the regal tent.


  Meanwhile Powlet came to the surface, swam like an otter to the shore, and, clambering up the bank, ran into the woods, seemingly none the worse of his bath.


  Thus left alone, Olaf put Snorro on his back and sauntered away into the woods along the banks of the river. Forgetting his ridiculous appearance, he began to think of home and to feel very sad, while his charge, overcome with his late exertions, fell asleep on his back. The longer he walked the sadder he grew, and at last he groaned rather than said, “What shall I do?”


  Suddenly it occurred to him, that as the savages appeared to be very careless about watching him, he might run away. It could do no harm to try, and he would not be in a much worse position than when lost in the woods before. Under the influence of this thought he stopped and looked cautiously round in all directions. No one was to be seen. He breathed hard, turned off the track on tiptoe until he had got into what appeared to him to be a very dense and sequestered part of the woods, then suddenly took to his heels and ran for his life!


  A loud laugh sounded in the bushes in front of him, and he stopped short just as Powlet appeared, wagging his small head and laughing inordinately.


  Poor Olaf guessed at once that the boy had been set to watch him; he therefore wheeled about and walked back to the river, where, going out on a spit of land that he might not be overheard, he sat down on the ground and communed bitterly with himself.


  “Oh why, why did I break my promise?” he murmured in deep despondency.


  After a long silence he began to think aloud.


  “It all comes of disobedience!” he muttered.


  “Father used to say, ‘If you love me, obey me. If you want to prove that you love Gudrid, obey her.’ That’s it, Olaf. It’s there that the sin lies. He told me never to pass the ridge, and I did pass the ridge, even though I had promised not to; and so, owing to that little bit of disobedience, here you are, Olaf—and Snorrie too—poor Snorrie—and we’re likely to remain here for ever, as far as I can see. Oh that I had not done it! But what good can wishing do now? If I had loved father better, perhaps I would have obeyed him better.”


  It would almost seem as if Olaf had heard of such a word as this— “If ye love me, keep my commandments!”


  After a few minutes he broke forth again— “Yes, I know that I did not intend to disobey; nevertheless I did it. And I did not think such awful things would follow—but that does not mend the matter. What shall I do? Snorrie, I think I could gladly lay down my life, if I could give you back once more to your mother.”


  Snorro heard not the remark. He was as sound as a top, and Olaf looked sadly at the little head that lay on his shoulder. Then it struck him that it was high time to have the child put to bed, so he rose and hurried back to the women’s tent, where he was received with as much kindness as before.


  Very soon Snorro’s little head reposed upon a pillow of rabbit-skins, and not long after that Olaf went to rest beside him on a deer-skin couch, where, lying on his back, he could see the sky through the hole in the top of the tent whence the smoke of the fire escaped. As he lay there the burden of his thoughts was ever the same— “Oh why did I do it? Why did I disobey?” Thus the poor boy lay, self-condemned, and gazed upwards and pondered, until sweet sleep came and carried heart and brain to the blessed refuge of oblivion.
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  Chapter Twenty One.


  Reinforcements Sent off to Karlsefin—Foes Discovered in the Woods—A Night Attack, and other Warlike Matters.


  



  We must return now for a little to the settlement of the Norsemen, which, by the way, had by this time come to be called by the name of Leifsgaard.


  Here, from Thorward’s house, there issued tones which indicated the existence of what is popularly known as a “breeze.” Human breezes are usually irregular, and blow after the manner of counter-currents; but in Thorward’s habitation the breezes almost invariably blew in one direction, and always issued from the lungs of Freydissa, who possessed a peculiar knack of keeping and enjoying all the breeze to herself, some passive creature being the butt against which it impinged.


  On the present occasion that butt was Bertha. Indeed, Bertha was a species of practising-butt, at which Freydissa exercised herself when all other butts failed, or when she had nothing better to do.


  “Don’t say to me that you can’t help it!” she cried, in her own amiably shrill tones. “You can help it well enough if you choose. You are always at it, morning, noon, and night; I’m quite sick of you, girl; I’m sorry I brought you here; I’d send you back to Greenland to-morrow if I could. If the ship sank with you on the passage, I’d rejoice—I would! There! don’t say it again, now; you’re going to—I can see that by your whimpering look. Don’t say you can’t help it. Don’t! don’t! Do you hear?”


  “Indeed, indeed I can’t—”


  “There! I knew you would,” shrieked Freydissa, as she raised herself from the wash-tub in which she had been manipulating some articles of clothing as if she were tearing Bertha to pieces— “why can’t you?”


  “It isn’t easy to help weeping,” whimpered Bertha, as she continued to drive her spinning-wheel, “when one thinks of all that has passed, and poor—”


  “Weeping! weeping!” cried Freydissa, diving again into the tub; “do you call that weeping? I call it downright blubbering. Why, your face is as much begrutten as if you were a mere baby.”


  This was true, for what between her grief at the sudden disappearance of Olaf and Snorro, and the ceaseless assaults of her mistress, who was uncommonly cross that morning, Bertha’s pretty little face was indeed a good deal swelled and inflamed about the eyes and cheeks. She again took refuge in silence, but this made no difference to Freydissa, or rather it acted, if anything, as a provocative of wrath. “Speak, you hussy!” was usually her irate manner of driving the helpless little handmaid out of that refuge.


  “What were you going to say? Poor what?” she asked sharply, after a few minutes’ silence.


  “I was going to say that poor Snorro and—”


  “Oh! it’s all very well to talk of poor Snorro,” interrupted her mistress; “you know quite well that you took to snivelling long before Snorro was lost. You’re thinking of Hake, you are. You know you are, and you daren’t deny it, for your red face would give you the lie if you did. Hake indeed! Even though he is a thrall, he’s too good for such a silly thing as you. There, be off with you till you can stop your weeping, as you call it. Go!”


  Freydissa enforced her command by sending a mass of soapy cloth which she had just wrung out after the retreating Bertha. Fortunately she was a bad shot. The missile flew past its intended object, and, hitting a hen, which had ventured to intrude, on the legs, swept it with a terrific cackle into the road, to the amazement, not to say horror, of the cock and chickens.


  As Bertha disappeared Biarne entered the room— “Hallo! Freydissa, stormy weather—eh?”


  “You can go outside and see for yourself,” answered Freydissa angrily.


  “So I mean to,” returned Biarne, with a smile, “for the weather is pleasanter outside than in; but I must first presume to put the question that brought me here. Do you chance to know where Leif is this morning?”


  “How should I know?”


  “By having become acquainted with the facts of the case somehow,” suggested Biarne.


  “Well, then, I don’t know; so you can go study the weather.”


  “Oho! mistress: I see that it is time we sent to Iceland for another cat!”


  This allusion to her husband’s former treatment of her pet was almost the only thing that could calm—or at least restrain—the storm! Freydissa bit her lips and flushed as she went on with her washing, but she said nothing more.


  “Well, good-morning,” said Biarne as he left the house to search for Leif.


  He found him busily engaged in executing some repairs on board the “Snake.”


  “I have a thought in my head,” said Biarne.


  “Out with it then,” replied Leif, wiping his brow, “because thoughts, if kept long in the brain, are apt to hatch, and the chicken-thoughts are prone to run away at the moment of birth, and men have a tendency to chase the chickens, to the utter forgetting of the original hens! What is thy thought, Biarne?”


  “That I should take as many of the men as you can spare,” he replied, “and go off by water to reinforce Karlsefin.”


  “That is strange,” said Leif. “I sometimes think that there must be a mysterious influence which passes between mind and mind. The very same thought came into my head this morning when I was at work on this oar, and I had intended to talk with you on the subject. But why do you think this course of action needful?”


  “Just because the party of savages may turn out to be larger than we imagined, or they may be joined by others, and it has occurred to me that the force which is out with Karlsefin is barely sufficient to make a good stand against heavy odds. With a small party heavy odds against you is a serious matter; but with a large party heavy odds on the side of the enemy makes little weight—unless, indeed, their men are willing to come on and be killed in large numbers, which my experience of savages assures me that they are never willing to do.”


  “Your reasons, Biarne, are very much the same as my own; therefore, being of one mind, we shall go about the business without delay, for if our aid is to reach them at all it must be extended at once. Go, then, select and collect your men; I will be content to guard the place with the half of those that are now here; and make haste, Biarne, the more I think of it the more I fear delay.”


  Biarne was not slow to act. In a remarkably brief space of time he had selected his men, prepared the canoes, loaded them with arms and food, and got everything ready; so that before the afternoon had far advanced he was enabled to set off with four canoes and thirty-two men.


  Meanwhile Leif had set those that remained to complete a small central point of defence—a sort of fortalice—which had been for some time in preparation as a last refuge for the colonists in the event of their ever being attacked by overwhelming numbers.


  Karlsefin had long seen the propriety of building some such stronghold; but the friendly relations that had existed for a considerable period between the Norsemen and the natives had induced him to suspend building operations, until several annoying misunderstandings and threats on the part of the savages had induced him to resume the work. At the time of which we write it was almost completed.


  This fortress was little more than a strong palisade of stout planks about twelve feet high, placed close together, with narrow slits on every side for the discharge of arrows, and a platform all round the top inside, on which men could stand to repel an assault or discharge stones and other missiles over the wall. But the chief strength of the place lay in its foundation, which was the summit of a small isolated rocky mound in the centre of the hamlet. The mound was not more than thirty feet high, but its sides were so steep that the top could not be reached without difficulty, and its area was so small that the little fortification embraced the whole of it. It was large enough, however, to contain the whole population of the place, exclusive of the cattle.


  To the completion, then, of this place of refuge, Leif addressed himself with all the energy of his nature. A large shed was erected in one corner of it, with a strong plank roof, to protect the women from stones, arrows, and javelins, which were the only projectiles in vogue at that period of the world’s history. Another shed was built just under the fortalice, on the lake side, for the safe housing of the live stock. Arrows were made in great numbers by some of the men, while others gathered and stored an immense supply of heavy ammunition in the shape of stones. Besides this a large quantity of dried provisions was stored in the women’s shed, also a supply of water; but in regard to the last, being near the lake, and within easy bow-shot of their vessel, they trusted to bold night-sallies for additional supplies of the indispensable fluid. Finally, the work was carried on with such vigour that eight days after Biarne’s departure it was finished.


  Finished—and not a moment too soon! At the time when Biarne started on his voyage, the woods were, unknown to the Norsemen, alive with savages. Fortunately these had not observed the departure of the canoes, the whole of them being engaged at the time deep within the woods, holding a council of war, in which it was resolved to attack the white invaders of their land, kill them all, and appropriate their property.


  Leif committed a slight mistake in not sending out scouts at this time to guard against surprise, but he was so eager to have the works completed that he grudged sending away any of his small body of men.


  On the day when everything had been got ready, he sent a man named Hengler, who was an expert bowman, to procure some venison. In less than an hour Hengler was seen running towards the hamlet at break-neck speed, with his eyes almost starting out of his head, his hair streaming in the breeze, and two savages close on his heels.


  “To arms, men!” shouted Leif, as he snatched up a bow, and, without waiting to put on helmet or sword, ran out to meet Hengler.


  Seeing this, the savages stopped, hastily fitted arrows to their bowstrings and discharged them, the one at Hengler, the other at Leif. The first just grazed the flying Norseman’s ear; the other fell short, but before a second discharge was possible Leif had sent an arrow whizzing at the first savage. It pierced his thigh. Uttering a fierce yell, he plucked the shaft out of the wound, and turning round fled back to the woods followed by his companion.


  “Not a moment to lose,” gasped Hengler, as he ran into the hamlet. “There are hundreds of them everywhere.”


  “Coming towards us?” asked Leif.


  “Not when I saw them, but doubtless when these two return they will come down like a mountain foss.”


  “Quick, get into the fort, lads!—Stay, Hengler, assist me with the women.”


  “Do you think they really mean to attack us?” asked Gudrid, who, with Bertha and Freydissa, came forward at the moment.


  “Assuredly they do,” answered Leif; “come, follow Hengler to the fort. Whatever they intended before, the arrow in that fellow’s leg will settle the question. Where are Thora and Astrid?”


  “In the dairy,” replied Gudrid.


  “Away, then; I go to fetch them.”


  “Would that I were a man!” exclaimed Freydissa, catching up a spear and shaking it as she strode along with the rest. “I’d teach them to think twice before coming here to disturb peaceable folk!”


  “Peaceable,” thought Leif, with a grim smile, as he hurried towards the dairy; but he said nothing, for he deemed that to be a time for silence and action.


  In a few minutes nearly all the population of the place had taken refuge in the fort, and soon afterwards the livestock was driven into the shed beside the rock. The gate was then shut and the men mounted the battlements, or breastwork, to watch for the expected foe.


  But no foe made his appearance. Hour after hour passed away; the sun descended behind the tree-tops and below the horizon; the grey mantle of evening overspread the scene; still the watchers stood on the battlements and gazed intently into the forest—still there was not the slightest sound or symptom of an enemy in the vast sleeping wilderness.


  “Now this is passing strange,” observed Hengler, who had been appointed second in command, and stood beside Leif.


  “Not so strange as ye suppose,” replied Leif. “Many a time have I fought with men in the mountains of Norway and on the plains of Valland, and invariably have I found that a surprise is never attempted save in the night.”


  “True,” returned Hengler, “but when a very strong foe stands before a very weak one, it seems to me childish to delay the assault.”


  “Thine ignorance of war must be great, Hengler,” returned Leif, regarding the man with a smile, “if thou hast yet to learn that a body of men weak in numbers becomes passing strong when posted behind good walls, with plenty of missiles and provender.”


  “My knowledge of war is not great,” said the man, who was quite a youth, “but methinks it is like to improve now.”


  “I fear it is,” returned Leif sadly, “but now I will give thee a job to perform that is necessary. From my experience of such matters I feel well assured that the savages intend an assault during the night, when they doubtless expect that their numbers will more easily cope with and overcome us; but in my judgment it is likely that they understand nothing of this fort-work, therefore I shall give them a surprise, instead of receiving one at their hands. Go thou, then, with six of the most active among the men, and slip as quietly as may be into the forest; gather there as many pine cones as shall fill your shields to overflowing, and bring them hither, along with a quantity of birch bark. If ye are attacked fight your way back, and we will cover your retreat from the ramparts.”


  While Hengler and six men were absent on this duty, another small party was sent to fetch into the fort a log about eighteen feet long, which lay on the ground close at hand; at the same time they were ordered to run down to the lake and bring up three or four old planks which had lain for a long time in the water, and were quite sodden. These things were all secured and carried into the fortress in the course of a few minutes. The log was then set up on end and sunk deep into a hole in the ground, so that it remained standing in the centre of the fort with the top just reaching a little above the walls. Pegs were driven into it all the way up, so that a man could easily ascend it. On the top of this pole was affixed a platform made of the soaked planks, about six feet square, with a hole left near the head of the pole through which a man could thrust himself. These Norsemen were smart in using their hands and axes. The contrivance which we have taken so long to describe was erected in a very few minutes. It was well-nigh completed when Hengler and his party returned with the pine cones and birch bark, both of which substances are exceedingly resinous and inflammable. Leif made the men carry them to the top of the pole, and pile them on the platform. He then ordered a small fire to be kindled in a corner of the fort, but to be kept very low and small, so that the tiny wreath of smoke which arose from it might be dissipated before it reached the battlements. After that he called all the men to him.


  “Now, my lads,” said he, “it is likely that these savages will try to take us by surprise. This they will not find it easy to do. From what I know of them they will come like the fox—slily—and try to pounce upon us. We will let them come; we will let them pounce, and not show face until such time as I give the word—then ye will know how to quit you like men. Away, all of you, to rest—each man with his shield above him and his sword by his side. I myself will do the part of sentinel.”


  The men quietly obeyed this order. Leif did not think it necessary to say more to them, but to Hengler and two others who had been selected as leaders he revealed more minutely the intended plan of action before they lay down.


  Leaving Hengler for a few minutes to guard the walls, he entered the shed where the women were seated.


  “You must keep well under cover, Gudrid,” he said, “for it is likely that these fellows will shower some arrows upon us—perhaps something heavier; but we are well prepared to receive them.”


  “Are our enemies numerous?” asked Gudrid anxiously.


  “So it is said, but that will do them little service so long as we are behind these walls.”


  “I wish I had my fingers in their chief’s hair!” muttered Freydissa between her teeth.


  “I echo the wish you expressed not long ago,” said Leif laughing. “Would that thou wert a man, Freydissa, for assuredly a spirit like thine is invaluable on the field of battle.”


  “Thankful am I that there are other fields besides battle-fields where women may be useful,” observed Bertha, who was seated on a box beside Astrid, with her arm round her waist.


  Freydissa merely cast on her handmaid a look of scorn, for she was aware that neither the time nor place was suited to the exercise of her peculiar talents.


  “I just looked in to assure you that all goes well,” said Leif, addressing the women generally, “and that you have nothing to fear.”


  “We fear nothing!” said Freydissa, answering for the rest.


  The somewhat flippant remark, “Speak for yourself,” might have been appropriately made by some of her sisterhood, but they were all too anxious about the impending danger to heed what she said.


  When Leif rejoined Hengler on the walls, the shades of night had fallen on the forest. He advised his lieutenant to lie down, but Hengler begged and obtained permission to share his vigil.


  There was no moon that night, and it became extremely dark—just such a night as was suited to the purpose of the natives. Leif stood motionless, like a statue, leaning on his spear. His man sat on the rampart; both gazed and listened with painful intensity.


  At last Leif pointed to what appeared to be a moving object on the space of cleared ground that intervened between the slight wall of the hamlet and the edge of the forest.


  “Awake the men,” he whispered, “and let not a sound of voice or clank of sword be heard.”


  Hengler made no reply, but glided silently away. One by one the men came up with the light tread of cats, and manned the walls, keeping well under cover of the parapet—each taking his appointed station beside his particular pile of stones and sheaf of arrows, which lay on the platform, while below a man with a bow was stationed at every slit.


  Suddenly there arose on the night air a yell so fierce, so prolonged, and so peculiar, that it made even the stout hearts of the Norsemen quail for a moment—it was so unearthly, and so unlike any war-cry they had ever before heard. Again and again it was repeated, then a rushing sound was heard, and hundreds of dark objects were indistinctly seen leaping over the slight wall of felled trees that surrounded the hamlet.


  With furious shouts the savages surrounded the houses, burst open the doors, and rushed in; but they rushed out again almost immediately, and their yells were exchanged for exclamations of surprise as they went about searching in the dark for their concealed enemies. Of course they came to the rock-fortress almost immediately after, and another war-cry was uttered as they surrounded the place in hundreds, but as there was still no sound or appearance of their expected foe, they became suddenly silent, as if under the impression that there was something mysterious in the affair which was not in accordance with their past experiences.


  They nevertheless clambered to the top of the rock, and began to feel round the bottom of the wooden palisades for a door.


  At that moment, while they were clustering thick as bees round the base of the building, Leif gave a preconcerted signal. One of the men applied a light to the pile of bark and fir-cones, and a bright flash of flame shot upward as Leif said,—“Up, lads!” in deep stern tones.


  Instantly a shower of heavy stones descended on the pates of the savages, who rolled down the steep sides of the mound with shrieks and cries and yells very different indeed from those which had characterised their assault. From all directions the savages now concentrated on the fortress. At the same time the fire suddenly shot up with such a glare that the whole scene was made nearly as light as day, and from the parapets and every loop-hole of the fortress a very hail of arrows poured forth into the midst of them, while their own shafts either quivered in the palisade or fell harmless from the shields and helmets of the Norsemen.


  Even in that hour of extreme danger, Leif’s desire to spare life, with a view to future proposals of peace, was exemplified in his ordering the men to draw their bows slightly, so as to wound without killing, as much as possible, and to aim as well as they could at the legs of the foe! One result of this was, that the wounded men were soon very numerous, and, as they fled away, filled the woods with such howls of agony that their still unhurt comrades were more alarmed than they would probably have been if the ground had been strewn with the dead.


  At this point a vigorous sally from the fortress, and a deep-toned Norse cheer, settled the question for the time being. The entire army of dark-skinned warriors turned and fled into its native wilderness!


  There was not, it may be well to remark here, so much danger in this sally as we moderns might suppose, for, even though the savages had not run, but had faced and surrounded their enemy, these Norsemen, with their massive limbs, sweeping swords, large shields, and defensive armour, could have cut their way back again to the fort through hundreds of such half-naked foes.


  Of course Leif had expected them to fly, and had no intention of retiring immediately to the fort. He merely went the length of the outer wall, and then, with half of his men, kept up a vigorous shouting to expedite the flight of the foe, while the other half picked up as many arrows as they could find. Leif was glad to learn, on returning to the fort, that only two dead men had been discovered on the ground.


  But the savages had not given in by any means, as became pretty clear from the noise they made in the woods soon afterwards. This continued all night, and Leif ordered the fire to be extinguished, lest they should be tempted by its light to send a flight of arrows among them, which might wound some of his people when off their guard.


  When the first grey light of dawn appeared, it became evident to the beleaguered Norsemen what the savages had been about. Not very far from the fortress an enormous pile of dry timber had been raised, and, although it was within easy bow-shot, the savages managed, by dodging from tree to tree, to get under its shelter with fresh logs on their shoulders, and thus increased the pile continually.


  “They mean to burn us out!” exclaimed Hengler anxiously.


  “Rather to smoke us out,” observed one of the men. “Fire can never reach us from that distance.”


  Leif, who was very grave, shook his head and said:—


  “If they make the pile very big it may reach us well enough. They have plenty of hands and no lack of wood. See, they are piling it to windward. God grant that the breeze may not increase, else shall we have to forsake the fortress. Nevertheless our good ship is at hand,” he added, in a more cheerful tone, “and they will find us tough to deal with when we get upon the water.—Come, lads, we will at all events harass if we cannot stop them.”


  So saying, Leif ordered the men to keep up a constant discharge of arrows whenever they obtained a glimpse of the savages, and he himself headed a sally and drove them back to the woods. But as soon as he and his men had returned to the fortress, out came the savages again like a swarm of bees, and continued their work vigorously.


  Thus the morning passed away, and the pile of the intended bonfire, despite the arrows and the frequent sallies of the Norsemen, continued slowly but steadily to grow.
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  Chapter Twenty Two.


  Hake Makes a Bold Venture, but does not Win—The Norsemen Find that There is Many a Slip ’twixt the Cup and the lip.


  



  When Karlsefin and his men had surmounted the rapid, as before described, they found their future advance unimpeded, and, in the natural course of things—or of the river—arrived, not long after the children, at the lake-like expansion on the shores of which the native village stood.


  This village, it must be understood, was not a permanent one. The natives were nomads. Their tents were merely poles cut as required from the neighbouring woods, tied together at the top, spread out in a circle at the base, and covered with leather, which coverings were the only parts of their habitations the natives deigned to carry about with them. They were here to-day and away to-morrow, stopping a longer or shorter time in each encampment according to fancy, or to the measure of their success in procuring food. The particular tribe of natives which had captured the Norsemen’s children had only just come to the locality; they therefore knew nothing of the arrival of the white strangers in their land, except what they had recently learned from their scouts, as we have seen.


  Karlsefin’s canoe led the way; hence, on turning sharp round a point of rock that jutted out into the stream, Krake was the first who caught sight of the smoke that rose above the tree-tops.


  “Hist! hold on,” he exclaimed in a hoarse whisper, looking over his shoulder as he backed-water suddenly. Karlsefin and the men instantly did the same, and sent the canoe back under the shelter of the point. The other canoes of course followed suit.


  “The Skraelingers!” whispered Krake. “I saw the smoke of their fires.”


  “Did you see tents?” asked the leader.


  “No; there was scarce time to see anything before we got back here.”


  “What do you advise?” asked Karlsefin, looking at Thorward.


  “Go ashore and attack them at once,” he replied.


  “Ay, that’s it, there’s nothing like fighting it out at once!” muttered Krake in an undertone.


  “My advice,” said Karlsefin, “is, that we cross the river and get on yonder height, which from its position must needs overlook the camp of the savages, and there reconnoitre and form our plans.”


  “Well, I daresay your advice is best after all,” rejoined Thorward, with a smile. “You were always a cautious and peaceful man; though I’m bound in fairness to admit that you can fight passing well when it comes to that.”


  “Thanks for your good opinion,” said Karlsefin, laughing quietly. “So now, lads, turn about and follow me closely. Keep silence, and dip your paddles as lightly as may be.”


  Saying this, he returned a considerable way down the river; keeping very close in to the banks, which were overhung with bushes, until he reached a point where it seemed likely that the party could cross without being observed. There was a slight rapid at the place, so that they had only to enter it at an angle with the bank and were swept across in a few moments, almost without requiring to use their paddles.


  Landing at the edge of a dense thicket, they hauled the canoes out of the water, secreted them carefully, and then, taking their arms, made a détour through the forest in the direction of the cliff before referred to by Karlsefin. In less than half an hour they reached it, and found, as had been anticipated, that it commanded a view of the native encampment, which to their dismay they now discovered was an immense one, filled with many hundreds of men, besides women and children.


  Here, prone on their breasts, and scarce venturing to raise their heads above the grass, the two leaders held a consultation, while their men kept well in the background.


  “This is an unfortunate business,” said Karlsefin.


  “Truly it is,” replied Thorward; “but the question is, can this be the set of rascals who carried off the children? It seems to me that, being a small band, as we know, they did not belong to the same set.”


  “That may be so, Thorward;—but I incline to the belief that the small party was but an offshoot from the large one, and that our dear little ones are even now with the people before us.”


  As if to put the matter beyond doubt, Olaf, with Snorro on his back, issued at that moment from the woods on the opposite side of the river, and went out upon the identical spit of sand where, on the previous evening, he had held such bitter communings with his own spirit. The Norseman leaders recognised the children at once, being almost within hail of them, and it was with difficulty they restrained the impulse to spring to their feet and shout.


  “Thanks be to God for the sight of them at all events,” said Karlsefin fervently; “see, the dear boy has brought my darling there to amuse him.—Ah! little dost thou know, Olaf, the hold that thy kindness has given thee of his father’s heart!”


  “’Twould be well if he had a hold of the father’s hand just at this time,” drily observed Thorward, who was not gifted with much of a sentimental temperament.


  “That is not easy of accomplishment,” returned the other. “Even you would scarcely, methinks, advise so small a band of men to make an open attack on five or six hundred savages.”


  “I would not advise it,” replied Thorward; “nevertheless, if it came to the worst I would do it. But what, then, is your advice?”


  “Why, until it comes to the worst we must try strategy,” answered Karlsefin. “I will call Hake to our council; the youth, I have observed, is a deep thinker, and clear-sighted.”


  When Hake was summoned, and had laid himself down beside his leaders, he remained for some time silently gazing on the busy scene below, where some men in canoes were spearing fish in the bay, and others were skinning and cutting up deer near the edge of the woods, while women were cooking and engaged in other domestic duties at the doors of the tents, and children and dogs were romping about everywhere.


  “Could we not get into our canoes,” suggested Thorward, “make a dash at the spit of sand, and carry off the children at a swoop before the brown-skinned rascals were well aware of us?”


  “They would see us before we got half-way to the spit,” replied Karlsefin, “carry the children into the woods, and then be ready to receive us in hundreds on shore.—What think you, Hake; can you suggest any plan of outwitting these savages?”


  “I have a plan,” answered the Scot, “but I fear you will deem it foolish.”


  “Out with it, man, foolish or otherwise,” said Thorward, who was beginning to chafe under difficulties that appeared to be insurmountable, even by his favourite method—force of arms.


  “If ye approve of it,” returned Hake, “I will cross the river alone and unarmed, and walk straight to the spot where the children are now seated. Much of the way is concealed by shrubs, and when I saunter across the open part, it may be that I shall scarce be noticed until I am near them. If I be, then will I make a dash, catch them up, make for the rapid, plunge in, and, on gaining the opposite bank, run to meet you. We can then hasten to the canoes—fight our way to them if need be—and sweep down the river. We shall probably get a fair start; and if so, it will go hard but we reach Leifsgaard before they overtake us. If not, why—”


  Hake touched the hilt of his sword by way of completing the sentence.


  “A rare plan!” said Thorward with a suppressed chuckle; “and how, my bold youth, if thou art observed and caught before getting hold of the children?”


  “I will then set my wits to devise some other plan. It may be of some advantage to them that I should be a captive along with the children, and at most it is but one man lost to the expedition.”


  “Ay, but that would be a heavy loss,” said Karlsefin; “nevertheless the plan seems to me not so unlikely—only there are one or two points about which I have my doubts. In the first place, although your legs are marvellously good, I fear that with the additional weight of Olaf and Snorro on them, the fleet runners among the savages, of whom there must be many, would soon overtake thee.”


  “With Olaf on my back, Snorro under my left arm, and the right arm free to swing—I think not,” replied Hake, quietly but decidedly.


  “Then as to crossing: how do you—”


  “I would swim,” replied Hake.


  “What! with the weight and drag of wet garments to cumber you!” exclaimed Thorward; “besides making it clear to the savages, if they caught you, that you had come from the opposite bank of the river, where your friends might be expected to be waiting for you!”


  “I would tie my clothes in a tight bundle on the top of my head,” said Hake. “Many a time have I crossed the streams of my native land in this manner.”


  “Well, ye have a ready answer for everything,” returned Thorward; “nevertheless I like not the plan.”


  “If you cannot suggest a better, I am disposed to let Hake try it,” said Karlsefin.


  Thorward had no better plan to suggest. Indeed, the more he thought of it the more did he feel inclined to make a tremendous onslaught, cut as many men to pieces as he could before having his own life taken, and so have done with the whole affair for ever. Fortunately for Olaf and Snorro his counsels were not followed.


  In a few minutes Hake was ready. His brother was ordered to lead the men back to the canoes, there to keep in close hiding and await further orders. Meanwhile Karlsefin remained on the cliff to watch the result.


  Hake felt it to be a desperate venture, but he was possessed of that species of spirit which rejoices in such, and prefers danger to safety. Besides, he saw at a glance that there would be no chance whatever of success if his leaders made up their minds to attempt an open attack against such fearful odds.


  With a light step the young Scot descended to the river, thinking of Bertha as he went. A few minutes afterwards he was seen—or rather his head with a bundle on it—was seen crossing the river by the watchers on the cliff. A few minutes later, and he was on the opposite shore rapidly putting on his light garments. Thereafter he entered the bushes, and a glimpse could be caught of him ever and anon as he glided swiftly, like the panther towards his prey.


  When the last point capable of affording concealment was gained, Hake assumed a careless air, and, with his head down, as if in meditation, sauntered towards the spit of land where Olaf and Snorro were still playing.


  “Well done!” exclaimed Thorward, with a look of admiration; “cleverly, bravely done!”


  There is no doubt that such was the case, and that Hake would have reached the children unobserved by the natives had not Olaf chanced to notice him while he was yet about fifty yards off. He recognised him at once, and, with a shout of joy, ran to meet him.


  Hake dashed past him, sprang toward Snorro, whom he caught up, and, stooping, cried— “Up, Olaf! up for your life!”


  Olaf understood at once, sprang on his back, and held on tight, while Hake, bending low, sped away at a pace that defied pursuit, though by that time a hundred savages were almost at his heels!


  It was obvious from the first that the lithe Scot was well able to achieve his purpose. He was already nearing the rapid. His pursuers were far behind, and Karlsefin could scarcely restrain a shout of exultation as he rose to run round to his canoes, when he observed that a party of more than a dozen natives, who chanced to be ascending the river’s bank on foot, met the fugitive. Observing that he was a stranger, and pursued by natives, they crossed his path at once.


  Hake stopped abruptly, glanced at the bushes, then turned to the river, and was on the point of plunging in, when a canoe, with four savages in it, shot out from the bank just below him.


  He saw at once that escape was impossible. Feeling intuitively that submission was his best policy, he set the children on the ground and quietly suffered himself to be taken prisoner.


  “I knew it! I said it!” growled Thorward between his teeth, as he sprang up, drew his sword, and slashed down two small trees at a single stroke in his wrath, then rushing through the woods, he made for the canoes.


  Karlsefin followed in a state of mind almost as furious. It was such a bitter disappointment to fail so signally on the very eve of success!


  The canoes were already in the water and manned when the leaders reached them, for Heika, who had been left in charge, knew well that whatever might be the result of the enterprise, prompt action would be necessary.


  “Quick, shove off!” cried Karlsefin, taking his place, and driving his paddle into the water with such force that the light craft shot from the bank like an arrow.


  The men were not slow to obey. The fierce spirit of their leader seemed to be catching, and the foam curled from their respective bows, leaving a long white track behind, as they rushed up the river and swept out upon the broad expanse above.


  Of course they had been seen before reaching that point, and the savages immediately lined the banks with armed men. They did not, however, go out upon the spit of sand where Olaf and Snorro had first been observed by their friends. That point was so high up the stream, that it did not seem to be considered by any one as worthy of attention. This Karlsefin observed at once, and formed his plans accordingly. He advanced as if he were about to land below the spit, but made no hostile demonstrations of any kind, and paddled so quietly on nearing the shore, that the savages did not seem to understand him, and, although ready with their arrows for instant action, they remained passive.


  When within a short distance of the land, Karlsefin suddenly, but still quietly, turned the head of his canoe up the stream, and made for the spit of sand. The other canoes followed. The natives, perceiving the intention of the strangers, uttered a wild shout, and made for the same place along the shore, but before they reached it Karlsefin had landed with all his men, and, with their stalwart figures and strange arms, presented such an imposing front that the natives stopped short.


  At this point the crowd opened a little to let some one pass, and Whitepow came to the front. Judging him to be the chief, Karlsefin at once laid down his sword, and, stepping a few paces in front of his men, held up his hands and made demonstrations of a peaceful kind.


  But Whitepow was not peacefully inclined. Although aged, he was a sturdy fellow, stood erect, and carried a heavy club on his shoulder. To the Norseman’s demonstrations he replied by frowning fiercely and shaking his head savagely, as though to intimate that he was much too old a bird to be taken in with such chaff. Then, turning to those beside him, he gave an order, which resulted in Hake being led to the front with his arms tightly bound to his sides.


  “Ah!” thought Karlsefin, “if you had only brought the children to that spot, I would have rescued them at all hazards.”


  He did not, however, think it wise to make so desperate an attempt merely to rescue Hake, while the children were still concealed and at the mercy of the savages. He therefore put on his blandest looks and manner, and again invited confidence, but Whitepow again shook his head, pointed backwards as if in reference to the two children, and then at Hake, after which he flung his club with such violence and precision at Karlsefin’s head that the stout Norseman would certainly have measured his length on the sand, if he had not been very much on the alert. As it was, he received the missile on his shield, from which it glanced with a loud clang, and went hissing into the river.


  Karlsefin smiled, as if that sort of thing rather amused him than otherwise, and again held up his hands, and even advanced a step or two nearer, while the concourse of savages gave vent to a shout of surprise. It is probable that Whitepow was a hero whose artillery had hitherto been the messenger of certain death to foes. The failure of the club seemed to exasperate the old savage beyond endurance, for he instantly seized a bow, and let fly an arrow at the Norseman leader. It was well aimed, but was also caught on the shield, and fell broken to the ground.


  Seeing this, some of the Norsemen hastily drew their bows, but Karlsefin, anticipating something of the kind, turned about and bade them forbear.


  Meanwhile Whitepow had ordered his warriors to remove Hake, and to fall back a little. This they did, and appeared to be awaiting further orders from their chief, who had gone up towards the tents. The movement puzzled Karlsefin, who rejoined his men.


  “It is my advice,” said Thorward, “that we hesitate no longer. Stand or fall, we are in for a fight now, so the sooner we begin the better. No doubt the odds are great, but they don’t seem to be able for much—at least if that old chap gave us a good specimen of their powers.”


  Most of the Norsemen appeared to agree with this advice, but Karlsefin did not.


  “You forget,” said he, “that this would not be a mere trial of strength. If we once begin, and chance to fail, every man of us must die, and our colony, thus left so weak, would stand a small chance of surviving in the midst of so many savages. Besides—the children would be lost for ever! It is my opinion that we should wait a little to see what this movement implies. Perhaps that white-haired old savage may have recovered his temper and senses by this time, and is making up his mind to have peace instead of war. God grant that it may be so.”


  Instead of replying Thorward frowned darkly, and with something of a savage sneer on his lip pointed to a bend in the river above them, round which, at that moment, a hundred canoes swept, and came swiftly towards them.


  “Looks that like peace?” he said bitterly.


  Karlsefin’s countenance fell.


  “All is lost!” he muttered, in a tone that was rather sad than fierce. “Oh my tender little child!”


  Crushing down his feelings with a mighty effort, he turned to the men, and quietly but quickly arranged them in a circle, with their faces outwards, so that they presented a front in all directions.


  “Now, ye men of Norway and Iceland,” he said, “the day has come at last when ye must prove yourselves worthy descendants of a noble race. Our cause this day is a right cause, and God is with the right, whether it please Him to send death or victory. Quit you like men, and let us teach these Skraelingers how to fight—if need be, how to die.”


  Taking his stand on the landward side of his men, and ordering Thorward to do the same in the direction of the water, he calmly awaited the onset.


  And now, indeed, it seemed as if a fierce and bloody battle were about to begin, for when the canoes of their comrades swept round the point of land, as already described, the savages on shore, constantly reinforced by new arrivals, began to move steadily down in an overwhelming mass towards the spit of sand, and the heroes who stood there, though comparatively so few in number, were, with their superiority of weapons and courage, certain to make a fearfully prolonged and bloody resistance.


  Affairs had reached this critical point, when a sudden and loud shout was heard down the river. All eyes were turned in that direction, and there several canoes were seen coming round the bend of the river, full of armed men. The descent of the native fleet was checked. The Norsemen at once recognised their comrades, and greeted their approach with a lusty cheer. In another minute the newcomers had leaped upon the sand.


  “Welcome, welcome, Biarne!” exclaimed Thorward, seizing and wringing his friend’s hand in great delight. “Why, man, we had all but taken leave of each other, but we shall have another tale to tell now.”


  “May God bless you, Biarne, for coming so opportunely,” said Karlsefin. “Let your men join and extend the circle. There, spread it out wider; that will do. I won’t trouble you with questions just now, Biarne, as to what made you think of coming. We have more pressing work on hand.”


  Thus saying, the leader busied himself in arranging his reinforcements, while the savages held back, and awaited the result of a consultation between Whitepow and the chief men of the tribe.
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  Chapter Twenty Three.


  Difficulties Regarding Intercommunication—The Power of Finery Displayed—Also the Power of Song and Sentiment.


  



  The additional force thus opportunely gained by the Norsemen, although hailed with so much enthusiasm, did not very materially alter their position. True, they now formed a company of above fifty stout and well-armed men, who, in the hour of extremity, could make a formidable resistance to any foe, however numerous; but what chance had they of ultimately escaping from upwards of a thousand savages, every man of whom was an adept at bush-warfare; could dart from tree to tree, and harass and cut off in detail an enemy whom he would not dare, or did not care, to face in the open field—which latter mode of warfare was more natural and congenial to the Norsemen?


  This truth soon began to force itself upon Karlsefin’s understanding; but as he feared to damp the spirits of his less thoughtful comrades, he kept his anxieties to himself, and made the best disposition of his force that was possible in the circumstances.


  Very soon there was a movement among the savages on shore, and its object was not long of being apparent, for presently a fleet of canoes was seen ascending the river. At the same time the other fleet renewed its advance from above, while the men on shore moved once more towards the spit of sand.


  “They mean to attack on all sides at once,” said Biarne.


  “Let them come,” growled Thorward. “’Tis death or victory now, lads.”


  No one spoke, but the eagle glances of the men, and their firm grasp of sword and spear, told that they were ready; and once more it seemed as if the bloody fight were about to begin, when again it was interrupted by a shout. This time the shout came from the woods, from which, a few minutes later, a solitary savage was seen to issue. He appeared to be in haste, and ran through the crowd of warriors, who made way for him, straight towards the white-haired chief, to whom he appeared to speak with great fervour and many gesticulations, though he was too far off to be heard, or his countenance to be distinctly seen, by the Norsemen.


  “That fellow brings news of some sort or other. I should say,” remarked Biarne.


  “Whatever his news may be,” replied Karlsefin, “I don’t think it will be likely to do much for us.”


  “The rascal’s figure seems not unfamiliar to me,” said Thorward.


  At that moment the crowd of chiefs around Whitepow shouted the word “Ho!” apparently in approbation of something that he had just remarked, and immediately after the man whom Thorward had styled a rascal began to talk and gesticulate again more violently than ever.


  “What is the man after now?” said Thorward. “It seems to me that he is mad.”


  The savage did indeed appear to be slightly deranged, for, in the midst of his talk, he took an arrow and went through the pantomime of discharging it; then he applied the point of it to his own back, and fell down as if wounded; whereupon he rose quietly and kneeled with a tender air, as if in the act of succouring a wounded man; and thereafter went on to perform other pantomimic acts, which at last induced Thorward to open his eyes very wide and whistle, as he exclaimed— “Why, ’tis Utway, that fellow who was half killed in our first brush with the Skraelingers.”


  “Ay, and who was so tenderly nursed by Bertha,” added Biarne.


  “There can be no doubt of it,” said Karlsefin, in a cheerful voice; “and now have I some hope of a peaceful end to this affair, for what else can he be doing but pleading our cause?”


  “I’m not so sure of that,” replied Thorward. “He may just as likely be telling them what lots of good things might be got by killing us all and taking possession of Leifsgaard.”


  “The question will soon be settled, Thorward, for here comes the savage,” said Biarne.


  This was true. Having finished his talk, whatever it was, and heard a brief reply from Whitepow, Utway turned round and ran fearlessly towards the Norsemen.


  “I will go meet him,” said Karlsefin.


  “There may be danger in that,” suggested Biarne.


  “Greater danger in showing distrust,” replied Karlsefin. “Confidence should beget confidence.”


  Without more words he flung down sword and shield, and advanced unarmed to meet the savage, whom he shook warmly by the hand—a style of salutation which Utway thoroughly understood, having learned it while lying wounded in Leifsgaard.


  They could not of course make use of speech, but Utway was such a powerful gesticulator that it was not difficult to make out his meaning. After shaking hands he put his hand on his heart, then laid it on Karlsefin’s breast, and pointed towards the old chief with an air that would have done credit to a courtier.


  Karlsefin at once took the hand of the savage, and walked with him through the midst of the native chiefs, above whose heads he towered conspicuously, until he stood before Whitepow. Taking off his iron helmet he bowed to the old chief, an act which appeared to afford that worthy much satisfaction, for, although he did not venture to return the bow, he exclaimed “Ho!” with solemn emphasis.


  This was all very pleasant, but it was not much. Karlsefin, therefore, tried his hand at a little gesticulation, while the natives gazed at him with speechless interest. Whitepow and Utway then replied with a variety of energetic demonstrations, some of which the Norseman understood, while of others he could make nothing at all, but the result of it all was, that Utway made a final proposal, which was very clear, to the effect that the Norsemen should approach the savages, mingle with them, and be friends.


  To this Karlsefin returned a decided negative, by shaking his head and frowning portentously. At the same time he stooped and held his hand about two feet from the ground, as if to indicate something that stood pretty nearly that height. Then he tenderly patted the top of the imaginary thing, whatever it was, and took it up in his arms, kissed it, and laid it on his breast. After that he indicated another thing somewhat higher, which he also patted on the top. Thereafter he pressed his arms close to his side and struggled as if to get loose from something, but could not until he had taken hold of an imaginary knife, cut the something which bound him, and set his arms free.


  All this was apparently understood and immensely relished by the natives, who nodded to each other and vociferated “Ho!” to such an extent that the repetition caused it to sound somewhat like a fiendish laugh. But here Whitepow put in his veto, shook his head and appeared inexorable, whereupon Karlsefin crossed his arms on his breast and looked frowningly on the ground.


  Things had just reached this uncomfortable pass, when Karlsefin’s eye chanced to fall on the end of a piece of bright scarlet cloth with which Gudrid had smilingly ornamented his neck before he set out on this expedition,—just as a young wife might, in chivalrous ages, have tied a scarf to her knight’s arm before sending him off to the wars.


  A sudden idea flashed upon him. He unfastened the strip of cloth, and, advancing, presented it to Whitepow, with a bland smile.


  The aged chief was not proof against this. He gazed at the brilliant cloth with intense admiration, and expressed as much delight at receiving it as if he had been a child—which, by the way, he was, in regard to such fabrics and in his inability to restrain his feelings.


  Rejoiced to observe the good effect thus produced, Karlsefin did his best to assure the chief that there was plenty more of the same in his possession, besides other things—all of which Utway corroborated,—and signified that he, Whitepow, should have large quantities thereof if he would restore the captives to their friends. In order to add force to what he said, he drew from his pouch or wallet several small metal ornaments strung together like beads, and presented these also to Whitepow, as well as to several of the chiefs who stood nearest to him. At the same time he uncovered, as if inadvertently, a magnificent silver brooch which hung round his neck, under his leathern war-shirt.


  This brooch was by no means a trifling bauble. It was massive, beautifully carved, and hung round with little silver cups and diamond-shaped pieces of silver about the size of a man’s thumb-nail. It was much prized by its owner on account of being an heirloom of his family, having been carried to Iceland by his forefathers when they were expatriated from Norway by King Harald Fairhair.


  Whitepow’s eye at once fell on the brooch, and he expressed a strong desire to possess it.


  Karlsefin started as if in alarm, seized the brooch with both hands, held it aloft, and gazed at it in a species of veneration, then, clasping it to his breast, shook his head by way of an emphatic “No!”


  Of course Whitepow became doubly anxious to have it; whereupon Karlsefin again stooped, and, placing his hand about two feet from the ground, patted the top of the thing indicated, and said that he might have the brooch for that and the other things previously referred to.


  Whitepow pondered a few minutes, and Utway said something very seriously to him, which resulted in his giving an order to two of his chiefs, who at once left the group. They quickly returned, leading Hake and the children between them—the former being still bound at the elbows.


  There was something quite startling in the shout of surprise that Olaf gave on observing Karlsefin. It was only equalled by the shriek of glee that burst from Snorro when he recognised his father.


  Olaf instantly seized Snorro and ran towards him. Karlsefin met them more than half-way, and, with an expression of deep thankfulness, caught up his little one and strained him to his heart, while Olaf tightly embraced his leg!


  But, recollecting himself instantly, he set Snorro down, removed the silver brooch from his neck and placed it in the hand of the old chief. At the same time he pointed to Hake’s bonds. Whitepow understood him, and, drawing his stone knife, cut these asunder.


  “Make no haste, Hake,” said his leader, “but take Snorro in your arms and Olaf by the hand, and walk slowly but steadily towards your comrades. If any one offers to intercept you, resist not, but turn and come back hither.”


  Hake made no reply, but did as he was bid, and was soon in the midst of his comrades. Meanwhile Karlsefin, whose joy almost prevented him from maintaining the dignity that was appropriate to the occasion, took off every scrap in the shape of ornament that he possessed and presented all to Whitepow, even to the last bauble in the bottom of his wallet, and he tried to make the old man understand that all his men had things of a similar kind to bestow, which would be brought to him if he would order the great mass of his people to retire to a considerable distance, retaining only about his person a party equal in numbers to the Norsemen.


  To this the chief seemed inclined to object at first, but again Utway’s eloquence and urgency prevailed. The old man stood up, shouted an order in the voice of a Stentor, and waved his hand. The whole multitude at once fell back to a considerable distance, leaving only a few of the principal men around their chief.


  The active Scot instantly bounded towards him—not less with desire to serve his deliverer than with delight at finding himself once more free!


  “Go back, Hake, and tell the men to come quietly hither in a compact body, leaving their bows and spears behind them, only carrying each man his sword and shield. Let a strong guard stay with the weapons and the children, and see that Biarne and Thorward also remain with them. Quietly place the children in a canoe, and do you and Heika stand ready to man it.”


  “That has already been done,” said Hake.


  “By whose orders?” demanded Karlsefin.


  “At my suggestion,” replied Hake.


  “Thou art a wise man, Hake. I thank thee. Go; I need not explain that two canoes at least would require to accompany you, so as to repel attack by water, and, if it be necessary, to flee, while we guard the retreat.”


  “That has already been arranged,” said Hake.


  “Good, good. Then, whatever betide us, the dear children are like to be safe. Get you gone, Hake; and, harkee, if we should not return, be sure thou bear my love to Gudrid.—Away.”


  Hake bowed in silence and retired. In a few minutes the greater part of the Norsemen stood before the old chief, and, by Karlsefin’s command, every man who chanced to have any trifling ornament of any kind about him took it off and presented it to the savages.


  Whitepow, in return, ordered a package of furs to be brought, and presented each man with a beautiful sable. Karlsefin then made Utway explain that he had seen much valuable cloth and many ornaments in the Norsemen’s camp, and that these would be given in exchange for such furs,—a piece of news which seemed to gratify the savages, for they possessed an immense number of furs, which were comparatively of little value to them.


  Thus amicable relations were established; but when Whitepow invited the Norsemen to accompany him to his village and feast, Karlsefin intimated that he intended to sup and pass the night on the spit of sand, and that in the early morning he would return to his home, whither he hoped the savages would soon follow him with their furs. That, meanwhile, a small number might accompany him, if they chose, to view his habitation and take back a report. This was agreed to, and thus happily the conferences ended.


  That night the Norsemen held high carousal on the spit of sand, partly because they were rejoiced at the successful issue of the expedition as far as it had gone, and partly because they wished to display a free-and-easy spirit to the savages. They drew a line at the narrowest part of the neck of land, and there posted armed sentinels, who resolutely refused to let any one pass. On the outward edge of the spit, other sentinels were placed, who checked all tendency to approach by water, and who—in one or two instances, when some obstinate natives attempted to force a landing—overturned the canoes and left the occupants to swim ashore the best way they could.


  The only exception to this rule was made in favour of Utway and Whitepow, with the grandson of the latter, little Powlet. These three came down to the spit after the Norsemen had kindled a magnificent bonfire of dry logs, round which they sat and ate their supper, told sagas, sang songs, cracked jokes, and drank to absent friends in cans of pure water, with an amount of dash, fervour, and uproarious laughter that evidently raised quite a new idea in the savage minds, and filled them with amazement unutterable, but not inexpressible, for their glaring eyes, and lengthened jaws, and open mouths were the material embodiment of surprise. In fact, the entire population sat on the surrounding banks and heights nearly the whole night, with their hands and chins resting on their knees, listening and gazing in silent admiration at the proceedings of the Norsemen, as a vast audience might witness the entertainments of an amphitheatre.


  The utmost hospitality was of course extended by the Norsemen to their three visitors, who partook of the food set before them with much relish. Fortunately some of the men who had been left to guard the arms still possessed a few trinkets and pieces of bright cloth, so that Karlsefin was again enabled to gratify his new friends with a few more presents.


  “Snorro,” said Karlsefin, who sat beside Whitepow in front of the fire with the child on his knee, “are you glad to see your father again?”


  “Iss,” said Snorro, responding slightly to the tender embrace which he received.


  We are afraid that truth requires us to state, that Snorro had not quite reached the age of reciprocal attachment—at least in regard to men. Of course we do not pretend to know anything about the mysterious feelings which he was reported to entertain towards his mother and nurse! All we can say is, that up to this point in his history the affections of that first-born of Vinland appeared to centre chiefly in his stomach—who fed him best he loved most! It is but simple justice to add, however, that Olaf was, in Snorro’s eye, an exception to the rule. We really believe that if Olaf had starved and beaten him during the first half of a day, by way of experiment, Snorro would have clung to him and loved him throughout the other half!


  “Come hither, Olaf, take this bit of cloth in your hand, and present it to that little boy,” said Karlsefin, pointing to Powlet. “He seems fond of Snorro, and deserves something.”


  “Fond of him!” exclaimed Olaf, laughing, as he presented the cloth according to orders, and then returned to Snorro’s side. “You should have seen the way he made Snorro laugh one day by painting my face.”


  Here Olaf went into a minute account of the operation referred to, and told it with so much humour that the Norsemen threw back their wild heads and shook their shaggy beards in fits of uproarious laughter, which awakened the echoes of the opposite cliffs, and caused the natives to think, no doubt, that the very rocks were merry.


  After this Krake told a story and sang a rollicking song, and of course Hake was made to sing, which he readily did, giving them one of his native airs with such deep pathos, that the very savages—unused though they were to music—could not refrain from venting a murmur of admiration, which rose on the night air like a mysterious throb from the hearts of the dark concourse.


  Immediately after Hake’s song the old chief and his friends took their leave. The sentinels were now changed and doubled, the fire was extinguished, each Norseman lay down with his hand on his sword-hilt, and his shield above him, and the vast multitude of savages melted away to their respective places of repose.
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  Chapter Twenty Four.


  The Burning on the Fortress—A Threatened Fight Ends in a Feast, Which Leads to Friendship—Happy Reunion and Proposed Desertion.


  



  Next morning, according to arrangement, the Norsemen were up and away by daybreak; but they did not start off alone. A much larger fleet than they had bargained for accompanied them. Karlsefin, however, made no objection, partly because objection would have been unavailing, and partly because the natives were so genuinely well-disposed towards him, that he felt assured there was no reason to distrust them or to fear their numbers.


  Little did Karlsefin think, as they proceeded happily and leisurely down the stream at that time, the urgent need there was for haste, or the dire extremity to which his friends at Leifsgaard had been reduced. Knowing, of course, nothing about this, they descended by easy stages and encamped in good time at night, in order to have their fires lighted and food cooked before daylight had quite disappeared, so that they might have the more time to sit chatting by the light of the camp-fires and enjoying the fine summer weather.


  On the other hand, had Leif only known how soon his friends were to return, he might have held the fortress longer than he did, by continuing his desperate sallies to check the raising of the pile that was meant to burn him out; but not being aware of this, and finding that the necessity for constant vigilance and frequent sallies was wearing out his men, he resolved to abandon the castle to its fate and take to the ship.


  Watching his opportunity, he had everything portable collected, and, during the darkest hour of a dark night, quietly issued from the little fortress, descended to the beach, and got on board the Snake, with all the women and men, without the savages being aware of the movement.


  Once on board, he fortified the vessel as well as he could, and hung the shields round the bulwarks.


  Curiously enough, the savages had fixed on that very night for setting fire to their pile of timber, which by that time towered to a height that made it almost equal to the fortress it was about to consume. At grey dawn the torch was applied to it. At the very same hour Karlsefin and his men, accompanied by their savage friends, launched their canoes and left the encampment of the previous night.


  The leader of the fleet had purposely encamped when not very far from the settlement, preferring, with such a large and unexpected party, rather to arrive in the morning than at night.


  Great then was the surprise of the Norsemen when, soon after starting, they saw a dense cloud of smoke rising in the far distance, and deep was their anxiety when they observed that this cloud not only spread abroad and increased in density, but appeared to float exactly over the place where the settlement lay.


  “Give way, lads! push on! There is something wrong at the gaard,” shouted Karlsefin when he became thoroughly alive to the fact.


  There was little necessity for urging the men. Each man became an impulsive volcano and drove his paddle into the water with such force and fury that the canoes almost leaped out of the river as well as over it.


  Meanwhile the sun rose in splendour, and with it rose the mighty flames of the bonfire, which soon caught the neighbouring trees and licked them up as if they had been stubble. Such intense heat could not be long withstood. The wooden fortress was soon in flames, and then arose a yell of triumph from the savages, which sent dismay to the hearts of those who were approaching, and overawed the little band that still lay undiscovered on board the Snake.


  But when it was ascertained that there was no one in the fortress, a cry of fury followed the shout of triumph, and the whole band, at once suspecting that their enemies had taken to their vessel, rushed down to the shores of the lake.


  There they found the Norsemen ready to receive them; but they found more than they had expected, for, just then, Karlsefin and his men swept round the point above the bay with a tremendous cheer, and were followed by a continuous stream of the canoes of their savage friends whom they had outstripped in the mad race.


  Karlsefin did not wait to ascertain how affairs stood. Enough for him that the village seemed to be in flames. Observing, as he passed, that his comrades and the women were safe on board the Snake, he ran the canoes high and dry on the beach and leaped ashore. Drawing quickly up into a compact line, the Norsemen rushed with wild shout upon the foe. The natives did not await the onset. Surprise alone had kept them waiting there as long as they did. With one consent, and a hideous yell, they turned and fled like autumn leaves before the wind.


  Returning to the friendly savages, who had looked on at all this in some surprise and with no little concern, Karlsefin looked very sternly at them, pointed to the woods into which his enemies had vanished, shook his fist, and otherwise attempted by signs to indicate his displeasure, and to advise the instant interference of the friendly savages in the way of bringing about peaceful relations.


  The natives were intelligent enough and prompt in action. A party of them at once started off to the woods, while Karlsefin went on board the Snake, where he found Leif and his friends right glad to meet him, and the women, in a state of the wildest delight, almost devouring Olaf and Snorro, who had been sent direct to the vessel when the men landed to attack the savages.


  “’Tis good for the eyes to see thy sweet face, Gudrid,” he said, giving his wife a hearty kiss, “and I am quite sure that Snorro agrees with me in that.”


  “He does, he does,” cried Gudrid, hugging the child, who clung round her neck with a tenacity that he had never before exhibited, having learned, no doubt, that “absence makes the heart grow fonder.”


  “Oh! I am so happy, and so thankful. My sweet bairn! Where did you find him? How did you rescue him? I felt sure you would do it. How did he look when he saw you? and—”


  “Hold, Gudrid,” cried Karlsefin, laughing, “joy has upset thy judgment. I can answer but one question at a time.”


  Gudrid made no reply; indeed she did not seem to expect an answer to her queries, for she had turned again to Snorro and Olaf, whom she overwhelmed with embraces, endearing epithets, and questions, in all which she was ably assisted by Bertha, Astrid, and Thora. Even Freydissa became soft for once; kissed Olaf and Snorro several times in a passionate manner, and was unusually gracious to Thorward.


  “Ye came in the nick of time,” said Leif, as he and his friends retired to the poop for a brief consultation.


  “So it would seem,” said Biarne, “but it was more by good fortune than good planning, for I left you weak-handed; and if good luck had not brought us here just at the time we did, methinks there would have been heavy hearts among us.”


  “A higher Power than good luck brought us hither in time,” said Karlsefin.


  “That is true,” said Leif, with a nod and an earnest look at his friend.


  “I doubt it not,” returned Biarne, “and the same Power doubtless led me to start off with a reinforcement in time to help you in the hour of need, Karlsefin. But it is my advice now that we go ashore and put the huts in a state of defence as quickly as may be.”


  “That is just my opinion,” replied Karlsefin, “for it may be that the friendly natives will find it easier to be converted into foes than to turn our enemies into friends. What is your advice, Leif?”


  “That we land and do as Biarne suggests without delay.”


  “And what if these villains come down in such overwhelming numbers—as they now can easily do—that they shall carry all before them and drive us into the lake?” asked Thorward.


  “Why, man,” cried Biarne, with a touch of ire, “if I did not know thee well I would say that thou wert timid.”


  “Knowing me well; then, as ye say,” returned Thorward, “and reserving the matter of timidity for future discussion, what reply have ye to make to my question?”


  “That we must make up our minds to be drowned, like Freydissa’s cat,” replied Biarne.


  “Nay, not quite that,” said Leif, with a smile; “we can at least have the comfort of leaving our bones on the land to mingle with those of as many savages as we can slay.”


  “The thought of that would prove a great comfort to the women, no doubt, when they were carried off by the savages,” returned Thorward, with a touch of sarcasm in his tone.


  “I see what you mean,” said Karlsefin; “that we should have the Snake ready to fall back on if we chance to be beaten; but, to say truth, the idea of being beaten by such miserable savages never entered my head.”


  “The consideration of your head’s thickness, then,” said Thorward, “would be an additional element of comfort, no doubt, to the women in case of things going against us.”


  At this Karlsefin laughed, and asked Thorward what he would advise.


  “My advice is,” said he, “that we not only get the Snake ready for a long voyage, but that we haul round my ship also,—which by good fortune is here just now—and get her ready. There is no need to put our goods and chattels on board, for if things went ill with us we could no doubt keep the savages at bay long enough to accomplish that by means of placing Biarne at the post of danger with orders to die rather than give in; but I would leave the women and children on board at any rate to keep them out of harm’s way—”


  “And it is my advice,” cried Freydissa, coming up at the moment, “that ye set about it at once without more talk, else the women and children will have to set you the example.”


  There was a general laugh at the tone and manner in which this was said, and the four chiefs left the poop to carry out their plans. Meanwhile an immense concourse of natives assembled on the neighbouring heights, and for a long time carried on a discussion, which, to judge from the violence of their gesticulations, must have been pretty hot. At last their meeting came to an abrupt close, and a large band was seen to separate from the rest and move down towards the hamlet.


  Before they reached it the Norsemen had manned the defences and awaited them.


  “They come on a peaceful errand, I think,” said Karlsefin, who stood at the principal opening. “At least it seems to me that they carry no arms. What say you, Hake? Your eyes are sharp.”


  “They are unarmed,” replied Hake.


  This was found to be the case; and when they had approached to within a long bow-shot of the defences, all doubt as to their intention was removed by their holding up their hands and making other peaceful demonstrations.


  Judging it wise to meet such advances promptly and without suspicion, Karlsefin at once selected a number of his stoutest men, and causing them to lay aside their arms, issued forth to meet the savages. There was, as on a former occasion, a great deal of gesticulation and talking with the eyes, the upshot of which was, that the brown men and the white men vowed eternal friendship, and agreed to inaugurate the happy commencement thereof with a feast—a sort of picnic on a grand scale—in which food was to be supplied by both parties, arms were to be left at home on both sides, and the scene of operations was to be a plot of open ground near to, but outside, the hamlet.


  It is easy to record all this briefly, but it must not therefore be supposed that it was easy of arrangement, on the part of the high contracting parties, whose tongues were unavoidably useless in the consultation.


  Krake proved himself to be the most eloquent speaker in sign-language, and the manner in which he made his meaning intelligible to the savages was worthy of philosophic study. It is, however, quite beyond the powers of description; a great deal of it consisting not only of signs which might indeed be described, but of sounds—guttural and otherwise—which could not be spelt. We are constrained, therefore, to leave it to the reader’s imagination.


  At the feast an immense quantity of venison and salmon was consumed, as you may easily believe, and a great number of speeches were made by both parties—the men of each side approving and applauding their own speakers, and listening to those of the other side with as much solemnity of attention as if they understood every word.


  There were two points of great interest connected with this feast, which we must not omit to mention. One was, the unexpected arrival, in the middle of it, of the old chief, Whitepow, in a canoe, with Utway and a few of his principal men, and his grandson Powlet. These were hailed by both parties with great delight, because they formed an additional bond of union between them.


  It had been arranged by Karlsefin, for the sake of security, that the savages and Norsemen should not intermingle, but that they should sit in two distinct groups opposite to each other. Whitepow, however, ignorant of, or indifferent to such arrangements, passed over at once to the Norsemen on his arrival, and went through the ceremony, which he had so recently acquired, of shaking hands all round. Powlet also followed his example, and so did Utway. They then sat down, and the latter did good service in the cause of peace by making an enthusiastic speech, which the Norsemen could see, from his pantomimic motions, related to his own good treatment at their hands in time past.


  Powlet also unwittingly aided in the same good cause, by running up to Olaf and bestowing on him a variety of attentions, which were all expressive of good-will and joy at meeting with him again. He also shouted the name of Snorro several times with great energy, but Olaf could only reply by shaking his head and pointing towards the hamlet where Snorro and the women had been left under a strong and trusty guard.


  The other point of interest to which we have alluded was, that a number of the savages became particularly earnest and eager, when the eating was concluded, in their endeavours to impress something on their new friends, which they could not for a long time be made to understand even by the most graphic and energetic signs.


  “I fear, Krake, that you have eaten too much, or by some other means have spoilt your powers of interpretation,” said Leif with a laugh, as the puzzled interpreter shook his head for the fifth time at an energetic young savage with a red spot on his chin, and a blue stripe on his nose, who had been gesticulating—we might almost say agonising—before him for some time.


  “’Tis beyond my powers entirely,” said Krake. “Try it again, Bluenose,” he added, turning once more to the savage with resolute intensity of concentration; “drive about your limbs and looks a little harder. I’ll make ye out if it’s in the power of man.”


  Thus adjured, the young savage opened his mouth wide, pointed with his finger down his throat, then up at the sky, spread both hands abroad in a vague manner, and exclaimed “ho!” as though to say, “that’s plain enough, surely!”


  “Oh, for shame! Is it eaten too much ye have? Is that what ye want to say?”


  That was evidently not what he wanted to say, for the poor savage looked round with quite a disconsolate aspect.


  “Come hither, Powlet,” cried Biarne; “you’re a smart boy; see if you can make the matter somewhat plainer.”


  Powlet at all events understood his name, and Biarne’s beckoning finger, for he rose and went to him. Biarne confronted him with the young savage, and told the two to talk with each other by means of signs, which consisted in his touching the lips of both and thrusting their heads together.


  The young savage smiled intelligently and spoke to Powlet, who thereupon turned to Biarne, and, rolling his eyes for a few seconds, uttered a low wail.


  “Sure it isn’t pains you’re troubled with?” asked Krake, in a voice of pity.


  “I do believe it must be that they refer to some one whom we have wounded during the fight,” suggested Leif, “and that they think we have him concealed in the hamlet.”


  “It seems to me,” said Thorward, “that if they were troubled about a wounded or missing comrade, they would have asked for him sooner.”


  “That is true,” replied Leif. “I wish we knew what it is they would communicate, for they appear to be very anxious about it.”


  As he spoke, a tall savage, with an unusually grave countenance, stalked from among his fellows, thrust Powlet and the young man whom Krake had styled Bluenose aside, and seated himself on the ground in imitation of the free-and-easy manner of the Norsemen. Suddenly his face lighted up. He clapped both hands to his chest and breathed hard, then raised his hands aloft, looked enthusiastically up at the sky, rolled his eyes in a fearful manner, opened his mouth wide, and gave utterance to a series of indescribable howls. Checking himself in the midst of one of these, he suddenly resumed his grave aspect, looked straight at Krake, and said “Ho!”


  That he thought he had hit the mark, and conveyed the meaning of himself and his friends precisely, was made evident by the other savages, who nodded their heads emphatically, and exclaimed “Ho!” with earnestness.


  “H’m! ’tis easy to say ‘Ho!’” replied Krake, more perplexed than ever, “and if ‘Ho’ would be a satisfactory answer, I’d give ye as much as ye liked of that; but I can’t make head or tail of what it is ye would be at.”


  “Stay,” exclaimed Hake, stepping quickly forward, “I think I know what they want.”


  Saying this, he looked earnestly at the grave savage, and ran over one or two notes of a song.


  No words in any language could convey such a powerful meaning as did the beam of intelligence and delight which overspread the faces of these sons of the wilderness. The “ho! ho! hos!” and noddings were repeated with such energy, that Krake advised them to “stop that, lest their heads should come off altogether!”


  “I thought so,” said Hake, turning away from them; “they want you to give them a song, Krake.”


  “They shall have that, and welcome,” cried the jovial Norseman, striking up the “Danish Kings” at once, with all the fire of his nature.


  The natives sat in rapt solemnity, and when the Norsemen joined laughingly in the chorus, they allowed a faint smile to play for a moment on their faces, and murmured their satisfaction to each other when the song was done. But it was evident that they wanted something more, for they did not seem quite satisfied until one of their number rose, and going up to Hake touched his lips with his finger.


  “Ha! I thought so!” exclaimed Krake in contempt. “It’s bad taste ye have to want a song from him after hearing me! But what else could we expect from ye?”


  Hake willingly complied with their wish, and it then became evident that the savages had gained their point at last, for they listened with half-closed eyes, and more than half-opened mouths, while he was singing, and heaved a deep sigh when he had finished.


  Thus pleasantly was the feast concluded, and thus they sealed their friendship.


  But there was something still more satisfactory in store for the Norsemen, for it was soon afterwards discovered that the savages possessed a large quantity of beautiful furs, with which, of course, they were willing to part for the merest trifle, in the shape of a shred of brilliant cloth or an ornamental bauble.


  This was not only fortunate, as affording an opportunity for the Norsemen to procure full and valuable cargoes for both their ships, but as creating a busy and interesting occupation, which would prevent the natives from growing weary of inaction, and, perhaps, falling into those forms of mischief which proverbially lie ready to idle hands.


  “It seems to me, friends,” said Leif one evening, shortly after the feast just described, while he was seated in the chief hall, polishing his iron headpiece, and occasionally watching the active hands of Gudrid and Thora as they busied themselves about domestic affairs, while Bertha sat beside him dandling Snorro on her knee,—“It seems to me that we have got together such a rich cargo that the sooner we send our ships to Greenland the better. They can then return with fresh supplies of such things as are needed in good time. For myself, I will go with the ships, and overlook the loading of them in Greenland.”


  “Oh! may I go with you?” exclaimed Bertha, looking up suddenly with much eagerness.


  Hake, who was seated at the lower end of the hall, busily engaged in making a bow, paused abruptly in his work, but did not raise his head.


  “I have no objection, if Freydissa has none,” answered Leif.


  “Freydissa will be only too glad to get rid of her,” replied that amiable woman, who was engaged in the manufacture of a leathern tunic for Snorro; “she is tired of milk-and-water.”


  “And yet milk-and-water is more likely to agree with you than anything resembling beer,” said Biarne, with a laugh.


  “I should be sorry to leave Vinland,” returned Bertha, “but I am very very anxious to see my dear father again. Besides—I can return hither.”


  Hake’s hand was suddenly released, and resumed its occupation.


  “If you go, Leif,” asked Karlsefin, “will you return and spend the winter with us?”


  “I will not promise that,” replied Leif with a smile.


  There was silence for some minutes, which was broken at length by a very small voice saying:—


  “’Norro go to G’eenland too?”


  Poor Snorro was as regardless of the S in his own name as he was of the l in Olaf’s!


  “’Norro may go, if Gudrid will allow him,” answered Leif, patting the child’s curly pate.


  “And O’af too?” added Snorro.


  “Of course I must go if Snorrie goes,” cried Olaf who had just entered the hall. “We could not live separate—could we, Snorrie?” He caught up the child and placed him on his back in his wonted fashion. “Just think,” he continued, “what would it do in Greenland without O’af to give it rides and take it out for long walks?”


  “Ay, and go lost with it in the woods,” added Biarne.


  Olaf blushed, but replied promptly— “That would be impossible, Biarne, for there are no woods in Greenland.”


  “If Snorro goes so must I,” said Thora. “He could not get on without his nurse.”


  “Methinks we had better all go together to Greenland,” said Astrid, who was busy preparing supper.


  “Not bad advice,” observed Biarne, somewhat seriously.


  “Do you mean what you say?” asked Karlsefin.


  “I half mean it,” replied Biarne.


  There was a pause here. Karlsefin then said— “It seems to me, friends, that our minds are all jumping together. I have thought for a long time of leaving Vinland, for it is plain to me that as we stand just now we cannot make much headway. Many of our men are longing to get back to their families, some to their sweethearts, and some to their native land; while, from what you have said, it would seem that none of us are very anxious to remain.”


  “Do not speak for all,” said Thorward.


  “Well, dost thou wish to stay?”


  “It may be that I do. At any rate, we have had much trouble in coming hither and settling ourselves, and it would be a pity to lose all our labours unless we can’t help it. There may be others of my way of thinking in the colony. It is my advice that before we discuss such a matter we had better call a Thing, (an assembly for discussion) and do it in an orderly way.”


  “By all means,” said Karlsefin, “let us discuss the matter for decision in a Thing; yet our discussing here for amusement is not disorderly.”


  After a little more conversation it was finally arranged that a Thing, or general assembly of the people, should be called on the following day, to discuss and decide on the propriety of forsaking Vinland and returning home.
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  Chapter Twenty Five.


  The First Congress and the Last Farewell.


  



  At the gathering of the Vinland colonists next day a number of able speeches were made by various individuals; for the Norsemen of old were accustomed to the free discussion of public affairs, at a time when nearly all Europe was crushed under the yoke of feudalism. Some of the speeches were humorous, and some had a good deal of sound about them without much weight of matter—a peculiarity, by the way, which marks many of the speeches made in the national and general assemblies of mankind in the present day, not less, perhaps rather more, than in the olden time.


  All the men of the colony were entitled to raise their voices in the council except the thralls, so that the brothers Hake and Heika took no part in the discussion. These two therefore held a private confabulation of their own on the margin of the lake.


  Thorward was among the first speakers at the assembly.


  “It is my opinion,” he said, in the tone of a man who expects to have his opinion opposed, “that we have not yet given Vinland a fair trial. We are only just beginning to discover the value of the land. Ye know now that it is not a small island, as was at first supposed, but a vast country of unknown extent. Who knows but that it may be as large as Norway? This lake and river on which we dwell do not owe their birth to an insignificant country; any man with half the vision of one eye remaining may see that! The woods supply all that man can desire; the waters swarm with fish; the climate is delightful; our ships are even now loaded to the bulwarks with costly furs, and the natives are friendly. What would ye more? It seems to me that we might, if we chose, lay the foundation of a new nation that would rival Iceland, perchance equal old Norway itself, if we take advantage of the great opportunities that have fallen to our hands. But if we get frightened at the yell of every savage that makes his appearance, or grow weary of good, vigorous, hard work, and begin to sigh like children for home, then there is small chance of our doing anything, and it will doubtless be the fate of a bolder race of men to people this land at some future time.”


  There was a good deal of applause from some of the people when Thorward finished this speech, which was uttered with great decision, but it was observable that those who thought with him, though noisy, were not numerous.


  The moment Thorward sat down Krake started up and said somewhat warmly— “’Tis all very well for Thorward to speak in this way, and ask ‘What would ye more?’ seeing that he has got in his house a handsome and sweet-tempered wife; but I will tell him of something more that I want, and that I haven’t got just now, and am not likely to get as long as I remain in Vinland. There is a comely little woman in Iceland, who was born in that best of countries, Ireland, and who forsook the land, and her father and mother, and kith and kin, all for the sake of a red-headed thrall—for he was no better at that time—called Krake. Now, I want that sweet little Irishwoman! Moreover, there’s a stout curly-headed boy in Iceland who’s an elegant chip of the ancient tree, and the born image of his mother—I want that curly-headed boy! Then there are six other curly-headed boys in Iceland—only that three of them are girls, and the youngest had the curls in prospect when I saw it last, bein’ as bare on the head as the palm of my hand—all of them descending in size, one after another, from the first curly-headed boy—I want these. Besides which there is a sweet little hut in Iceland at the edge of a swamp, with the spouting waters not far off, and the boilin’ waters quite handy to cook your dinner without firin’, and a lovely prospect of the burnin’ hill behind—I want all that; and I want to know how Thorward would feel if he wanted all that and couldn’t get it, and was advised to go on wantin’ it, and if he couldn’t keep himself easy, to try his best to keep as easy as he could!”


  There was some laughter and great applause at this point.


  “Moreover,” continued Krake, with increasing energy, “it don’t give me a scrap of comfort to be told that this is a vast country, full of all that’s desirable and the best of livin’, when I can’t enjoy it along with my sweet little Kathleen and the curly-headed boys and girls before mentioned. What does Krake care for stuffing his own ugly carcase full when mayhap the wife and bairns are dyin’ for want—anyhow dyin’ to see their husband an’ father? And what does Krake care to be the beginning of a new nation? No more than he does to be the middle of it, and if left to himself he’d far sooner be the end of it by not beginning it at all! As for being frightened by the yells of savages, it’s not worth my while to mention that, but when Thorward talks about beginning to sigh like children for home, he misses his mark entirely. It’s not sighing I am for home, but roaring, bellowing, howling for it in my wearied spirit, and it’s my opinion, comrades, as I gaze round upon your speaking faces, that there’s a good many here howling along with me.”


  There could be no doubt that Krake’s sentiments were largely entertained and appreciated, for his speech was followed by prolonged and enthusiastic applause, in which the Norsemen not only raised their voices, but rattled their arms on their shields by way of emphasis. Thorward smiled grimly and shrugged his shoulders, but made no reply.


  After several others had spoken in various strains—a few in favour of Thorward’s opinion, but many more in sympathy with Krake,—Leif made a short speech, advising immediate return to Greenland, Biarne followed suit, and Karlsefin wound up with a few remarks, in which he urged, among other things, that although the savages were friendly just then, it was not likely they would remain so very long, and in the event of a quarrel it was certain, considering their great numbers, that the infant colony would be kept in perpetual hot water, if not actual warfare. He suggested, moreover, that the proper way to establish a colony, that would have some chance to survive and flourish, would be to organise it thoroughly in Iceland or Norway, and induce so many married men with their families to emigrate, that they would be able to feel at home in the new land, and thus wish to remain. He concluded by saying that those who now desired to remain in Vinland might join together and devote their energies to the getting up of such a band of colonists if so disposed. For his own part, since the majority were evidently in favour of returning home, he was free to confess that he had no taste for colonising. The ocean was his home, and when that failed him he hoped that God might permit him to end his days and lay his bones in Iceland.


  It was finally agreed that the country should be abandoned, and that, having made up their minds, they should set about preparations without delay.


  We have said that the Scottish brothers had gone to the margin of the lake to hold a little consultation by themselves, while the affairs of the nation were being settled in the grand parliament.


  “What think you? Will these men of Iceland decide to return home or to remain here?” said Hake, seating himself on a bank of wild-flowers, which he began to pluck and scatter with an absent air.


  “They will decide to forsake Vinland,” answered Heika.


  “You appear to be very sure, brother.”


  “I am; because I have been watching the men for some time past, and occasionally leading them on to talk about the matter.”


  “Which way do you hope they will decide?” asked Hake.


  “I hope they will leave.”


  “Do you? For my part I care but little. It seems to me that we have as small a chance of escaping from Greenland as from this land.”


  “Brother, ye think in this way because you are content to remain where Bertha dwells. If Bertha were with Emma in bonny Scotland, your wits would be sharp enough to perceive that the voyage from Vinland to Scotland, with an unknown sea between, would be a more hazardous venture than a voyage from Greenland to Scotland, with Iceland between.”


  “That may be true, brother, but methinks my wits are sharp enough to perceive that neither voyage concerns us, seeing that we have no ship, and are not likely to succeed in persuading a whale to carry us over.”


  “Nevertheless,” replied Heika, “I mean to go over to Scotland this summer if I can.”


  Hake looked earnestly in his brother’s face.


  “From your tones and words,” said he, “I know that you have some plan in your head.”


  “That have I,” rejoined Heika firmly, yet with a look of sadness.—“Listen, Hake: the thought that I shall never more see Emma or my father is more than I can bear. I will now make the effort to escape from Greenland—for well assured am I that we shall soon be there again—or die in the attempt. Of what value is a thrall’s life? The plan that I have in my head is this. You know that when in Greenland we were often sent out beyond the fiord to fish and to hunt the walrus and the seal—sometimes in large, sometimes in small, boats. The boats on Eric’s fiord are numerous now. The absence of one for a time would not be much noticed. There is a man there whose life I saved not long before we set sail for Vinland. He has a good boat, which I will borrow, take it round to the western skerries, to which our men seldom go, and there quietly fit it out for a long voyage. When a fitting time arrives I will set sail for Scotland.”


  Hake shook his head.


  “What wild thoughts are these, brother? Who ever heard of a man crossing the ocean in a small boat?”


  “The thing may be done,” replied Heika. “It is risky, no doubt; but is not everything more or less risky? Besides, I had rather die than remain in thraldom.”


  He paused, and Hake gazed at the ground in silence.


  “I see,” he continued sadly, “you do not like my project, and will not aid me in the enterprise. After all, how could I expect that you would be willing to forsake Bertha and face so great a danger?”


  Hake still continued to gaze in silence, and with a strangely perplexed air, at the ground.


  “Well, well, Hake,” resumed the other, in a tone of reproach, “I did not expect that ye would go with me on this venture, but truly I had counted on your sympathy and counsel as well as your aid.”


  “Ye do wrong me,” cried Hake, suddenly starting up and seizing his brother’s hand; “I not only sympathise with you, but I will go with you. It is not easy all at once to make up one’s mind on a point of such importance. Forsake Bertha I never will as long as one drop of Scottish blood flows in my veins, for I know that she loves me, though her sense of duty keeps her aloof—for which I love her all the more. Nevertheless, I will leave her for a time. I will make this venture with you. If we perish, we perish. If we succeed I will return to Greenland with a force that will either induce or compel the surrender of my bride.”


  “Thou art a bold lover,” said Heika, smiling. “What! wilt thou carry her off whether she will or no?”


  “Not so; but I will carry her off whether Leif or Karlsefin, or Biarne or Thorward, or all Greenland put together, will or no!”


  “Nay, brother, that may not be. It were the maddest venture of all. I will run this risk alone.”


  For some time the brothers disputed upon this point and held out against each other pretty stoutly. At length Heika reluctantly gave in, and it was finally agreed that Hake should join him in the proposed attempt to regain his liberty.


  It did not take long to make the necessary arrangements for leaving Vinland. The little colony had not struck its roots very deeply into the soil. They were easily torn out without damage to the feelings of any one, for little Snorro, as Krake said, was the only creature that had to bid farewell to his native land—always excepting some of the cattle and chickens—and he was too young to take it much to heart.


  In a few weeks the Snake, and Thorward’s ship, the Dragon, were loaded with everything that was of value in the colony, including much even of the rude furniture of the huts.


  Before leaving, Karlsefin resolved to give a last grand feast to the savages. He therefore called them together and explained, as he best could, that he and his friends were going to leave them, but that perhaps some of them might return again with large supplies of the gay cloth and ornaments they were so fond of, and he recommended them in the meantime to make as large a collection of furs as they could, in order to be ready to trade when the white men returned. He then spread before them the most sumptuous feast the land could provide, including a large quantity of dairy produce, which the savages regarded as the most luxurious of fare.


  After the feast he presented Whitepow, Utway, and Powlet with a large quantity of bright-coloured cloth and a few silver and iron ornaments, to be distributed among the members of the tribe as they should see fit after helping themselves. He also gave them a few cattle and domestic fowls, after which, weighing anchors, putting out the oars, and hoisting their sails, the Norsemen bade farewell to Leifsgaard. As they swept round the point which shut it out from view, they gave vent to one vigorous parting cheer, which was replied to by the savages with a feeble imitation and a waving of arms.


  Dropping down the river, they passed the spit of sand where the first night in Vinland had been spent so pleasantly; caught an offshore breeze that carried them swiftly beyond the island betwixt which and the shore they had captured the whale, and finally leaped out upon the swell of the great ocean.


  “Aha! now am I at home,” exclaimed Karlsefin, with heightened colour and sparkling eyes, as he stood at the helm, and glanced from the bulging sail to the heaving swell, where Thorward’s Dragon was bending over to the breeze about a cable’s length to leeward,—“Now am I at home once more!”


  “So am not I,” murmured poor Bertha, whose white face betrayed the miserable emotions—or commotions—within.


  All the women, we may remark, had expressed a desire to keep together during the voyage, hence they had embarked in the Snake, which was a better sea-boat than Thorward’s vessel.


  “Of course you are not at home. You are never contented or at home anywhere!” cried Freydissa sharply.


  Hake wished with all his heart that Bertha was at home in Scotland, and that her home was his; and Snorro, who was seated on Olaf’s knee, said—


  “Never mind, Bert’a, oos be a tome soon.”


  There was a general laugh at this consolatory remark; even Bertha smiled faintly as she patted Snorro’s head, while Astrid and Thora—not to mention Gudrid—agreed between themselves that he was the dearest, sweetest, and in every way the most delightful Vinlander that had ever been born.


  “Of that there can be no doubt,” said Leif, with a laugh, “since he is the only white Vinlander that ever was born.”


  But although the party assembled on the poop indulged at first in a few humorous remarks, they soon became silent and sad, for they were fast leaving behind them a spot which, with all its drawbacks, had been a pleasant and happy home for upwards of three years.


  As they stood leaning on the rails that guarded the poop, and gazed regretfully on the lessening hills, each recalled many pleasant or stirring incidents which had occurred there, incidents which would remain—however far or long that land might be left behind—for ever engraven on their memories. And, long after twilight and distance had concealed the coast from view, the Norsemen continued to strain their vision towards the horizon, mentally bidding a long and last farewell to Vinland.
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  Chapter Twenty Six.


  Changes in Brattalid—The Scots Continue to Plot and Plan.


  



  Greenland again! Flatface standing on the wharf at Brattalid; Anders beside him; groups of Norse men, women, and children, and Skraelingers, around and scattered along the bay.


  What a commotion there was in the colony, to be sure, when it was discovered that two large ships were sailing up the fiord; and what a commotion it created in the breasts of those on board these ships when it was discovered that two other large ships were already at anchor in the harbour!


  It is not necessary to detain the reader with the details of question and reply, by which the truth was at last elicited on both sides. Suffice it to say that the two ships were found to be merchant-vessels from Iceland, and that, among other colonists, they had brought out several men whose purpose was to teach and plant the new religion. Already a small building had been set up, with a short tower on the roof, which the Norsemen were told was a church, and in which some of the services of the Christian religion were performed. Elsewhere several new houses had been built, and everywhere there were signs of increasing population and prosperity.


  Leif was half pleased, half disappointed at all this. It was gratifying to find things prospering so well, but it was not pleasant to see the old place so greatly changed, and to have much of the old home-feeling done away.


  However, little was said on the subject. The Vinland colonists were too busy at first, meeting with relations and old companions, and being introduced to new friends, to say or think much about the matter. After a few days they became reconciled to the change, and settled down into a regular busy life.


  One evening Heika went to the house of his friend Edwinsson, who owned the boat that he wished to become possessed of. He found that the man was not at home, but there was a serving-woman in the house.


  “Edwinsson no longer lives here,” said the girl. “He has gone to live with old Haraldson and manage his boats, for the old man is not able for that work now.”


  “Do you mean Bertha’s father?” asked Heika.


  “Yes; Haraldson is Bertha’s father.”


  Heika went at once to search for his friend. By the way he chanced to meet with his brother.


  “Come, Hake,” said he, “I want you to go with me to find Edwinsson.”


  “With all my heart,” said Hake.


  They soon came to old Haraldson’s house, which lay at the extreme west of Brattalid; and when Heika opened the door, there he saw the old man seated in a large chair, propped up with eider-down pillows. Bertha was seated on a stool at his feet holding one of his hands.


  “Come in, Heika,” she cried, springing up and hasting forward with pleasure. “I have been trying to tell dear father about the whale you killed in Vinland.”


  She stopped abruptly on observing that Hake was behind his brother. Recovering herself quickly, however, she welcomed him also with a slight blush.


  “I want you, Heika,” she continued, “to tell the story to my father.”


  “Ay, sit down here, young man, and tell it me,” said Haraldson, in a tremulous voice. “I love to hear anything about Vinland, especially what pleases Bertha. Dear Bertha! I have become very frail since she went away—very frail; and it has been a weary time—a weary time. But come, tell me about the whale.”


  “Gladly would I do that,” said Heika; “but I have business with your man Edwinsson—business which I want to put out of hands at once. But Hake will tell the story of the whale. He is a better sagaman than I.”


  “Let Hake tell it, then,” returned the old man. “You will find Edwinsson somewhere about among my boats.”


  Hake gladly sat down beside Bertha, and began the story of the whale, while his brother went down to the beach, where he found his friend.


  “Edwinsson,” said Heika, after some conversation had passed between them, “you have a good boat near Leif’s wharf. Will you lend it to me?”


  “Right willingly,” replied his friend.


  “But I am bound on an excursion that may chance to end in the wreck of the boat,” said Heika. “Will you hold me responsible if I lose it?”


  “’Twill be difficult to hold thee responsible,” returned Edwinsson, laughing, “if ye lose your life along with it. But that matters not. I gift thee the boat if thou wilt have it. I count it a small gift to the man who saved my life.”


  “Thanks, Edwinsson—thanks. I accept the gift, and, if my venture is successful, I shall try to let you share the benefit in some way or other.”


  “Hast discovered a new fishing-ground, Heika? What venture do ye intend?” asked the other.


  “That I will keep secret just now,” said Heika, laughing carelessly. “I don’t want to be followed at first. Ye shall know all about it soon. But hearken, friend, make no mention of it. One does not like to be laughed at if one fails, you know.”


  So saying, Heika went off to Leif’s wharf, loosed the boat which he found there, hoisted the sail, and dropped down with the tide to the mouth of the fiord. Here a light breeze was blowing, under the influence of which he soon ran round the point of land that divided Ericsfiord from Heriulfness. In the course of another hour he reached the western skerries.


  The skerries or islets in question were little better than bare rocks, which lay about fifty yards from the mainland, along which they formed a sort of breakwater for a distance of nearly a quarter of a mile. Within this breakwater there were several narrow and well-sheltered inlets. Into one of these Heika ran his boat, and made it fast in a place which was so well overshadowed by rocks, that the boat could neither be seen from the land nor from the sea.


  On the landward side this inlet could be reached by a path, which, though it appeared somewhat rugged, was nevertheless easy to traverse. Up this path Heika hastened after making the boat fast, intending to return to Brattalid by land. The distance over land was much shorter than by water, so that he could soon reach Leif’s house, and his brief absence would attract no attention.


  Just as the Scot issued from behind the rocks which concealed the path to the inlet, he was suddenly bereft almost of the power to move by the unexpected sight of Leif himself advancing towards him!


  Poor Heika’s heart died within him. He felt that all his long-cherished and deeply-laid plans were crushed, just as they were about to be carried into effect, and a feeling of fierce despair prompted him, for a moment, to commit some wild deed of violence, but he observed that Leif’s head was bent forward and his eyes rested on the ground, as he advanced slowly, like one who meditates. Heika drew swiftly back behind the rock, from the shelter of which he had barely passed, and breathed freely again when Leif passed by, without showing any symptom of having observed him. Waiting till he had sauntered beyond the next turn in the path, he started at his utmost speed, and was soon beyond the reach of Leif’s eyes, and back in Brattalid with a relieved mind.


  Had the Scot waited to observe the motions of his master after passing the turn in the path above mentioned, he would not have experienced so much mental relief; for no sooner had Leif got behind a small but thick bush than he turned abruptly, raised his head with an intelligent smile, lay down behind the bush, and looked quietly through its foliage. He saw Heika issue from behind the rock, observed his cautious glances from side to side, and, with something like a chuckle, witnessed his rapid flight in the direction of the settlement.


  “Hem! something i’ the wind,” muttered Leif, rising and walking towards the spot whence his thrall had issued.


  He found the rugged path, descended to the inlet, discovered the boat, and stood looking at it with a perplexed air for full ten minutes. Thereafter he shook his head once or twice, smiled in a grave manner, and slowly sauntered home absorbed in meditation.


  “Hake,” whispered Heika to his brother that night, as they sat down together in the little sleeping-closet off Leif’s hall, that had been allotted to their use, “all my hopes and plans were on the point of being ruined to-day.”


  “Ruined! brother. How was that?”


  Heika related to him all that had occurred at the inlet near the western skerries.


  “Art thou sure he saw thee not?” asked Hake earnestly.


  “There can be no doubt of that,” replied Heika, “for he had no cause to suspect that anything was wrong; and if he had seen me as I first stood before him, motionless with surprise, he would doubtless have hailed me. No, no; something was working very hard in his brain, for he passed on without the least sign of having seen me.”


  “That is well, brother, yet I do not feel easy, for it is well-known that Leif is a shrewd man, with great command over his feelings. But now, tell me how best I shall aid you in this enterprise.”


  “That is best done by using your bow well, for we shall require a large supply of dried meat for the voyage, and we must work diligently as well as secretly during our few hours of leisure, if we would get ready in time to sail before the rough winds of autumn set in. There are some tight casks in Leif’s old store which I mean to take possession of, at the last, for water. Our service will more than pay for these and any other trifles we may find it needful to appropriate.”


  Hake thought in his heart that the enterprise was a wild and foolish one, but, having promised to engage in it, he resolved not to cast the slightest hindrance in the way, or to say a single word of discouragement. He therefore approved of all that Heika suggested, and said that he would give his aid most vigorously.


  “Moreover,” he continued, “I have had some consolation to-day which will spur me on, for I have got Bertha to admit that she loves me, and to promise that if I can obtain my freedom she will wed me. She even gave me to understand that she would wed me as a thrall, if only Leif and Karlsefin would give their consent. But that shall not be. Bertha shall never be a thrall’s bride. I will return and claim her, as I have said.”


  Heika made no reply, but continued to gaze at the floor in silence.


  “Methinks ye are perplexed by something, brother,” said Hake.


  “I am thinking,” replied Heika, “that it is a pity we cannot use those curious marks made on skins, wherewith, we are told, men can communicate one with another when they are absent from each other.”


  “What causes the regret just now?”


  “I grudge to quit Leif without a parting word,” returned Heika, looking at his brother with peculiar earnestness; “it seems so ungrateful, so unkind to one who has ever treated us well.”


  “I think with you in that, brother,” said Hake.


  “It would be so easy too,” continued Heika, “to have some method of letting him know what I think, if we could only agree about the signs or signals beforehand.”


  Hake laughed softly.


  “That would not be easy; for we could scarcely go to him and say, ‘Leif, when you see these particular marks on a certain stone, you are to understand that we take leave of you for ever with hearty good-will!’ I fear that his suspicions might be aroused thereby.”


  “Nay, but I only express regret that we have not some such mode of intercourse,” returned Heika, smiling. “Ye know the sign of the split arrow which tells of war. Why might we not multiply such signs? For instance, by laying a billet of firewood across a man’s bed, one might signify that he bade him farewell with tender affection and goodwill!”


  “Why, brother,” said Hake, laughing, “ye look at me as earnestly as if you had said something smart; whereas I regard your idea as but a clumsy one. A billet of wood laid across your friend’s bed might more fitly suggest that you wanted to knock out his brains, or damage his skin, or burn him alive!”


  Heika laughed heartily, and said that he feared he had nothing of the spirit of the skald about him, and that his power of invention was not great.


  “But I have more news to give thee, brother, besides that regarding Bertha,” said Hake. “Do you know there is a countryman of ours on board of one of the ships that brought out the men of the new religion, and he has but lately seen our father and Emma?”


  Heika started and laid his hand on his brother’s arm, while he gazed earnestly into his face.


  “It is ill jesting on such a subject,” he said somewhat sternly.


  “So think I, brother; therefore I recommend you not to jest,” returned Hake gravely.


  “Nay, but is it true?”


  “Ay, true as that the sky is over our heads. I have had a long talk with him, and when he found I was a countryman he gave me a hug that made my ribs bend. His name is Sawneysson, a very giant of a man, with hair that might have grown on the back of a Greenland bear, only that it is red instead of white. He told me that he knew our father well by sight, and last saw him taking a ramble on Dunedin hill, whither he had walked from our village on the Forth, which shows that the old man’s vigour has improved. Emma was with him too, so Sawneysson said, looking beautiful, but somewhat sad.”


  “How knew he her name?” asked Heika.


  “He knew it not,” replied Hake. “He did but say that a fair maiden walked with our father, and I knew at once from his description that it was Emma. But you can inquire for yourself at his own mouth, for this countryman of ours is an enthusiastic fellow, and fond of talking about home.”


  “Brother,” said Heika, with a sad but earnest look, “I must give this man the cold shoulder.”


  “Nay, then, disappointment must have changed thee much,” said Hake, in surprise, “for that is the last thing I had expected thee to say.”


  “It is not disappointment but caution that makes me speak and think as I do. If we seem to be too eager about our native land it may tend to make Leif more watchful of us, which of all things would be the greatest misfortune that could befall us just at this time.”


  “There is something in that,” returned Hake; “but will it not suffice to exercise a little caution and self-restraint, without giving our countryman the cold shoulder?”


  “I know not,” replied Heika, with a troubled air; “but I would that he had not turned up just now, though I confess it gladdens me to hear of our father and Emma.—Now, Hake, we must to bed if we would be up betimes to secure a little leisure for the carrying out of our enterprise.”


  Without further conversation the brothers threw off their coats and shoes, and lay down together with the rest of their clothing on, so as to be ready for an early start. The shield and helmet of each hung on the wall just over the bed, and their two swords leaned against the bed itself, within reach of their hands, for thus guardedly did men deem it necessary to take their rest in the warlike days of old.
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  Chapter Twenty Seven.


  Disappointment Terminates in Unlooked-for Success, and the Saga Comes to an End.


  



  During some weeks after the events narrated in the last chapter, the Scottish brothers continued quietly, stealthily, and steadily to collect provisions and all things necessary for the projected voyage across the Atlantic.


  During the same period the general business of the settlement was prosecuted with activity. The Christian missionaries not only instructed the people in the new faith, and baptised those that believed, but assisted and guided them in the building of huts and houses, the planning of wharves and the laying out of townships; (see Note at end of Chapter) while the crews of the two recently arrived ships, having found it necessary to make up their minds to winter in Greenland, busied themselves in collecting fats, oil, skins, feathers, etcetera, to be packed and got ready for shipment in the following spring.


  Karlsefin also made preparations for a voyage in spring to Iceland, and Thorward, Biarne, Krake, and the other Vinland heroes assisted in that work, or in some other of the multifarious duties that had to be attended to in the colony, while Olaf undertook the responsible duty of superintending the education, mental and physical, of that rampant little Vinlander, Snorro, the son of Karlsefin.


  Leif Ericsson exercised a sort of general superintendence of the whole colony. It seemed to be tacitly agreed on and admitted that he was the national chief or governor, and as no one was disposed to dispute his claim to that position all was peace and harmony.


  Nevertheless there was something unusual in Leif’s manner at that time which rather perplexed his friends, and quite puzzled Anders, his major-domo.


  That free and easy individual could not understand the dreamy moods into which his master fell, still less could he comprehend the gleams of quiet humour and expressions of intense seriousness, with other contradictory appearances, which occasionally manifested themselves in Leif’s visage and demeanour. It was plain that there was much on his mind, and that much of that was gay as well as grave. Anders made several attempts to find out what was the matter, but was met at one time with grave evasion, at another with quiet jocularity, which left him as wise as before.


  Towards the Scottish brothers Leif maintained an unvarying aspect of reserve, which filled them with uneasiness; but with the female members of his household, and the children, he was all gentleness, and often playful.


  “Leif,” said Karlsefin to him one day, “it appears to me that something weighs on your mind, or else ye have left some of your wits in Vinland.”


  “Think ye not that the cares of such a large and growing colony are sufficient to account for any new wrinkles that may appear on my brow?” replied Leif, with a peculiar smile, and a glance from the corner of his eye.


  “Well, I daresay that might account for it, and yet things are swimming on so well that these cares do not seem to be much increased.”


  “Sometimes domestic cares trouble a man more than public ones, Karlsefin. Look at thy friend Thorward, now. ’Tis little that he would care for a mountain of outside troubles on his broad shoulders if he might only drop them when he crossed the threshold of his own door.”


  “That is true,” returned the other; “if a man have not peace in his own house, there is no peace for him on earth. Nevertheless my friend Thorward is not in such a bad case. Freydissa has improved vastly of late, and Thorward has also grown more amiable and less contradictions—add to which, he and she love each other dearly. But, Leif, there can be no domestic troubles in your case, for your household is well ordered.”


  “Thank God there are none,” said Leif seriously. It was the first time that Leif had used that expression, and his friend heard it with some surprise and pleasure, but said nothing.


  “Still,” continued Leif, “I am not destitute of troubles. Has not that thrall Hake overturned the peace of my sweet kinswoman Bertha? The girl loves the thrall—I can see that, as plain as I can see the vane on yonder mast-head—and there is no cure for love!”


  Karlsefin looked earnestly at his friend as if about to speak, but observing the stern frown on Leif’s countenance, he forbore.


  In a minute or so Karlsefin remarked quietly that Hake was a faithful thrall.


  “I’m not so sure of that as ye seem to be,” returned Leif, with increasing sternness, “but, whether faithful or not, no thrall shall ever wed Bertha.”


  “What is that you say about Bertha?” asked Biarne, coming up just then.


  “Nothing of moment,” replied Leif. “What news bring you, Biarne? for that ye bring news is plain by the glance of your eye.”


  “My eye is an incorrigible tell-tale,” cried Biarne, laughing. “However, it has not much to tell at present. Only that you are about to receive a visit from some old friends, and that Anders will have to keep his kettles full for some time to come. A band of Skraelingers are—. But here they come to speak for themselves.”


  At that moment a troop of the Greenland savages came round the point—the identical point where they had received such a terrible shock some years before—with Flatface dancing joyously in front of them.


  Flatface had heard of their coming, had gone out to meet them, had found several of his relations among them, and was now returning, scarce able to contain himself with delight, as he made their mouths water by dilating at great length on the delicious things contained in Anders’s capacious kettles.


  While Leif and the others went to meet the Skraelingers, Heika and his brother sat in their own sleeping-closet, talking in a low tone, and making the final arrangements for their flight.


  “Now are ye sure that all is on board—nothing omitted?” asked Hake, “for it will be hard to obtain anything once we are out on the sea, and we can’t well return to fetch what we have forgotten.”


  “All is ready,” answered Heika sadly. “I cannot tell how much it grieves me to go away in this fashion; but freedom must be regained at any price. Now remember, meet me exactly when the moon shows its upper edge above the sea to-night. Not later, and not sooner, for the longer ye can remain about the hall the less likely will any one be to inquire after me.”


  “I will be sure not to fail you; but, Heika, is that not a little too late? The flood-tide will be past, and if there is any sea on, it will be ill passing the skerries, many of which are but little covered, even at high water.”


  “Trust me, Hake; it will not be too late. Be sure that ye come no sooner—else evil may ensue.”


  “My heart sinks when I think of Bertha,” said Hake, with a deep sigh. “It will seem so cold, so hard, so unaccountable, to leave her without one word, one farewell.”


  “Think better of it, brother,” said Heika eagerly; “I am prepared to start alone even now!”


  “Never!” exclaimed Hake, flushing,—“What? shall I draw back like a coward at the last moment, after pledging my word to go? and shall I leave you to face this enterprise alone? Nay, Heika, we have suffered for many years together, we shall triumph now together—or perish.”


  “My poor brother,” said Heika, grasping Hake’s hand, and kissing it with deep feeling.—“But go now to the hall, and leave me; I hear them laying the tables for supper. The window is easily removed; I will hasten at once and get things ready. Take good care not to re-enter this closet after leaving it, for the carls are moving about the hall, and may chance to observe that it is empty. Be circumspect, brother.”


  They squeezed hands again, and Hake went into the hall, where he mingled with the house-carls, and chatted carelessly about the events of the day.


  The instant he was gone Heika rose and removed the parchment window, took a billet of firewood and laid it across the bed, then, leaping out, he walked smartly towards the west end of the village.


  It was beginning to grow dark, and few of the people were about. To those whom he passed Heika nodded familiarly, but did not stop. The moment he had rounded the cliff which hid Brattalid from view, he ran westward at full speed.


  Meanwhile supper was laid in the hall, and all were awaiting the entrance of the master of the house and Karlsefin, but there was no appearance of either. After a quarter of an hour had passed, and they were beginning to wonder what had become of them, the door opened and Biarne entered, saying that Leif had sent him to say that as he had business which would keep him out late, they were not to wait supper for him.


  Hake began to feel somewhat uneasy at this, and when supper was finished he resolved to leave the house a little before the appointed time. For that purpose he entered the sleeping-closet, intending to pass out by the window.


  The first thing that caught his eye was the billet of firewood lying across the bed! His heart almost stood still at the sight, for this, coupled with Heika’s display of deep feeling, and their recent conversation about signs, caused the truth to flash upon him.


  With one bound he passed through the window and flew westward like the wind-round the point, over the ridge, and down towards the appointed rendezvous at the skerries.


  But, to return to Heika. When he neared the inlet he changed his pace to a rapid walk, and glanced cautiously from side to side, to make quite sure that he was not observed by any one who might chance to have wandered in that direction.


  Now, it is a well-known fact in the affairs of this world, that many strange things occur in a most unaccountable manner. Who can tell how it was, or why it was that, just a few minutes before Heika approached the inlet from the landward side, a small boat entered it from the seaward side, out of which stepped Leif Ericsson and Karlsefin? They drew their boat into a corner in deep shadow, and then, going to another corner, also in deep shadow, sat down on a ledge of rock without uttering a single word.


  They had never been in that inlet before; had never seen it, probably never thought of it before, yet there they were, quietly seated in it—and, just in the nick of time!


  From the place where they sat neither their own boat nor Leif’s could be seen—only the landward opening of the inlet.


  Presently approaching footsteps were heard. The two friends rose. A moment later and Heika stood before them. He stopped abruptly on beholding them, and his eyes blazed with astonishment, rage, and despair. Suddenly he looked round as if in search of a weapon, or of a way of escape.


  “Be wise, lad,” said Leif, kindly yet very gravely; “no evil will come of it if ye are wise, and take your misfortunes like a man.”


  Heika was subdued by the gentle tone. He crossed his arms on his heaving chest, and stood erect before them with his head slightly drooped, and a look of profound sadness, rather than disappointment, on his countenance.


  “Come hither, Heika,” said Leif, pointing seaward, “I have somewhat to show thee.”


  They went down the beach till they stood beside the boat, which was ready for sea.


  “This is a strange sight,” he continued; “here is an excellent boat, well found, well loaded, well busked in every way for a long voyage. Knowest thou aught in regard to it, Heika?”


  “I know,” answered the Scot, bitterly, “that if ye had come hither only half-an-hour later, that boat would have been on its way with me to Scotland.”


  “What, with you alone?”


  “Ay—with me alone.”


  “That is strange,” said Leif, somewhat perplexed; “I had fancied that you brothers loved each other passing well; but I suppose that a man who can be guilty of ingratitude is not to be much depended on in the matter of affection.”


  Heika winced at these words—not that the charge of ingratitude affected him, but he could not submit calmly to the unjust supposition that in his contemplated flight he had been actuated by selfish indifference to his brother. At the same time he would not condescend to give any explanation of his conduct. Drawing himself up, he looked Leif full in the face.


  “Norseman,” he said, “small is the gratitude I owe to thee. ’Tis true, ye have treated me and my brother kindly since we came hither, and for that I owe thee thanks, and would gladly have paid this debt before leaving, had such been consistent with flight; but kindness, however great, is not a worthy price for liberty, and when King Olaf Tryggvisson sent me to thee, I made no promise to sell my liberty at such a price. But in regard to Hake—”


  “Ay, in regard to Hake, go on; why dost thou stop?” said Leif, in a stern tone. “There is some truth in what ye say about gratitude; but what of Hake?”


  The Scot still remained silent, with his lips compressed, and dropped his eyes sternly on the ground.


  “This seems to me a bad business,” said Karlsefin, who had hitherto listened with an expression of anxiety and disappointment gradually deepening on his countenance. “I had thought better of thee, Heika. Surely Hake’s longing to be free and in his own native land must be to the full as strong as thine. I am puzzled, moreover, for two were better than one in the mad voyage ye thought to undertake.”


  Heika smiled at this.


  “Truly,” he said, “my brother loves his native land and freedom, nevertheless he prefers bondage to freedom, and Greenland to his native land. And yet would he fain have sacrificed his preference, and resigned his bondage out of love to me, if I would have allowed him.”


  “Resigned his bondage, Heika!” exclaimed Leif. “Ye speak in riddles, man; what mean you?”


  Instead of replying the Scot looked at Leif with an intelligent smile, and held up his forefinger as if to call attention. At the same moment the sound as if of some one running at full speed was heard faintly in the distance.


  Leif and Karlsefin looked at the Scot in surprise.


  “It is my brother,” he said, sadly.


  In a few seconds the steps were close at hand. Leif seized Karlsefin by the arm, and dragged him swiftly under the deep shadow of the cliffs just as Hake came through the narrow opening with such a rush that on seeing Heika he could not avoid plunging violently into his extended arms.


  “Was this right in thee, brother?” he cried, laying his hand on Heika’s shoulder, on recovering himself; “was it wise to treat me thus like a child?”


  “It was kindly meant,” said Heika, much perplexed as to how he should act in existing circumstances.


  “Kindly meant!” exclaimed Hake, vehemently. “Ay, well do I know that, yet it was not wisely kind to forsake me after promising to take me with you, when ye knew that I did but leave Bertha for a time, and meant to come back and win or demand her from—.”


  “Hush! brother, hush!” cried Heika, laying his hand on the other’s mouth. “Whatever I thought or meant to do matters little now, for I have found it impossible to undertake this voyage after all.”


  “Impossible!” echoed Hake; “why, what craven spirit has come over thee? Is not the boat ready? am not I ready, and is not the opportunity favourable?”


  “All is ready, no doubt,” replied Heika, hesitating, “but—”


  “But the truth is,” cried Leif, as he and Karlsefin issued from their place of concealment, laughing heartily, “the truth is, that the opportunity is not favourable, for I have some objection to either of you leaving me at present—though the objection is not so strong but that it might give way if ye desired it greatly. Come hither, all of you.”


  He went a few steps towards the boat, and pointing to it, said— “Tell me, Hake, for thou art not a bad counsellor at need, dost think that vessel there is a sufficiently large one to venture a voyage in it on these northern seas at this time of year?”


  “It is large enough for men who would be free,” replied Hake moodily, for his astonishment on first beholding his master had given place to deep mortification, now that he perceived his brother’s hopes and plans were frustrated.


  “Nay, as to being free,” returned Leif, with a laugh, “thy brother hinted not long ago something about thy preference for thraldom, in regard to which I now perceive some glimmering of reason; but I ask thee for a matter-of-fact opinion. Dost think there would be much risk in the voyage thy brother contemplated?”


  “There would be some risk, doubtless, yet not so much but that we would have run it for the sake of freedom.”


  “H’m! In my opinion it would have been a mad venture,” rejoined Leif. “What say you, Karlsefin?”


  “A useless venture, as well as mad,” he replied; “for death, not freedom, would have been the end of it.”


  “So I think,” returned Leif, “and that is my only objection to your undertaking it, Hake. Nevertheless if you and Heika are still willing to venture, ye may do so. There lies the boat; a fair wind is blowing outside; get on board, shove off, hoist the sail and away to bonny Scotland if you will, for I grant you freedom to go!”


  “It is ill to jest with thralls,” said Heika, looking sternly at his master.


  “Nay, I do not jest—nor are ye thralls,” replied Leif, assuming a look and tone of unwonted seriousness. “Give me your attention, friends; and thou, Karlsefin, take note of what I say, for I care not to talk much on this subject until my mind is more clear upon it. My opinion is that this new religion which we hear so much of just now, is true. It is of God—not of man, and I believe that Jesus Christ, my Lord, has come in the flesh to save His people from their sins. Many things have led me to this opinion, in regard to which I will not speak. I have thought and heard much for some years past, and woefully have I been staggered, as well as helped on, by the men who have been sent to Greenland with the Good News. Some have, by their conduct squaring with their profession, led me to believe. Others have, by their conduct belying their profession, hindered me. But the Lord Himself has led me into a certain measure of light; and there is one law of His in particular, which just now comes home to me with much power, namely this— ‘Whatsoever ye would that men should do unto you, do ye even so unto them.’ This law, I am persuaded, is of God. Long have I lived, and never before have I seen it acted on till these Christians came amongst us. They do not, indeed, always practise as they teach; but they are imperfect, therefore they cannot practise fully as they teach, because they teach perfection. This law I shall henceforth follow as I best can. I follow it to-day. If I were in thraldom to you, Heika, just now, I would wish you to set me free, therefore I now set you and your brother free. The rule is very simple of application. It only wants a willing spirit. And let me add—ye have to thank the Lord, not me, for your freedom.”


  The brothers stood speechless with surprise on hearing this, but Karlsefin grasped Leif’s hand and said very earnestly— “Ye have done well, brother. Long have I thought to urge thee to this, and frequently have I asked of Him that it might be as it has turned out. Now, my prayer is answered. But what say Heika and Hake to this?”


  “Never mind what they say,” returned Leif brusquely. “Doubtless their thoughts interfere with their speech at present. And hark ’ee, all; as I said before, I desire to have no further talk at present on this point. Ye are welcome to tell whom ye please what I have said, and what I have done, and why I have done it—there let the matter rest. So now, Heika and Hake,” he added, in a gay tone, “I mean what I say. There lies the boat, and ye are free to go if it please you. Only, if ye will accept my advice you will make up your minds to spend this winter in Greenland as my guests, and in spring there will be better weather and a more fitting craft to carry you over the sea to Scotland. Meanwhile Hake will have ample opportunity to woo, win, and wed—without demanding—the fair Bertha!”


  Need we say that the brothers gladly accepted this generous invitation, and endeavoured, in spite of Leif’s prohibition, to express their gratitude in a few earnest though broken sentences.


  Great was the surprise that night in Brattalid, when it was made known that Leif Ericsson had given freedom to his thralls out of regard to the Christian religion. Leif afterwards told his friends that it was out of regard to the Founder of that religion, but it was long before many of the people could see a distinction in that. Numerous were the theological discussions, too, which this act of emancipation called forth in every household, and great was the joy which it created in one or two hearts.


  To say nothing of the young Scots themselves, it caused the heart of timid little Bertha to sing for joy, while Gudrid, Astrid, and Thora rejoiced sympathetically, and looked forward with pleasant anticipation to the approaching marriage. Even Freydissa opened out in a new light on the occasion, and congratulated her handmaiden heartily, telling her with real sincerity that marriage was the only thing she was fit for!


  But it was Olaf who displayed the greatest amount of feeling on the occasion, and it was Snorro on whom he expended himself!


  On the morning after the great event, he hoisted Snorro on his back with his wonted care and tenderness, and hurried off with him to the solitude of the sea-shore—for, alas! there were no umbrageous solitudes in Greenland. There, not far from the spot where Flatface and his friends had once been made to wriggle their coat-tails with terror, he set Snorro down, and, sitting on a rock beside him, said—


  “Now, old man, it is going to have a talk with me.”


  “Iss,” replied Snorro, very contentedly.


  “Does it know what has happened to Hake and Heika?”


  Snorro shook his head.


  “Well, my father has set them both free.”


  “Bof f’ee?” repeated Snorro, with a puzzled look.


  “Yes, both.”


  “W’at’s f’ee?” asked Snorro.


  Olaf was greatly perplexed, for he knew not how to convey an idea of the meaning of that word to his little friend. He made various attempts, however, by means of simple illustrations and words, to explain it, but without success—as was made plain by Snorro’s usually intelligent countenance remaining a perfect blank.


  At last he seized the child by both wrists and held him fast for a few seconds.


  “Snorro,” he said, “you are not free while I hold you. Now,” he added, releasing the wrists, “you are free.”


  Snorro’s countenance was no longer blank, but, on the contrary, extremely perplexed.


  “Leif,” he said, “no’ hold Heika an’ Hake by e hands!”


  “No,” replied Olaf, “but he holds them by the spirit.”


  “W’at’s spiwit?” asked Snorro.


  Olaf was in despair!


  “Well, well,” he cried, after stroking his chin and pulling his nose, and knuckling his forehead in the vain hope of hitting on some other mode of explaining his meaning; “it don’t matter, old man. They are free, and that has made them very happy; and oh! I am very glad, because I am so fond of Hake. Don’t you remember how he came to save us from the Skraelingers, and nearly did it too? And he is going to be married to Bertha. Isn’t that nice? It knows what married means, don’t it?”


  “No,” said Snorro.


  “Well, no matter; it’s what seems to make everybody very happy; and Bertha is very happy, and so am I, for I’m fond of Bertha, as well as of Hake; and so is Snorro, isn’t he?”


  “Iss,” replied Snorro, with a very decided nod.


  “Well, that’s all very pleasant,” continued Olaf, running on with the subject until it led him into another subject, which led him into a third and fourth, and so on, with the ever-varying moods of his gay and fanciful mind, until he was led in spirit to Vinland, where he and Snorro remained lost in the woods, perfectly contented and happy, for the remainder of the day.


  And now, patient reader, we must lead you in spirit away from the scenes on which we have dwelt so long, across the wide ocean to Scotland.


  There, on the heights of a lion-like hill, stand Heika and Hake. A precipitous crag rises behind them. In front towers a rock, from which Edwin’s castle frowns down on the huts of an embryo city. The undulating woodland between resounds with the notes of the huntsman’s horn. Away in the distance lie the clear waters of the fiord of Forth, and the background of Scotia’s highland hills mingling with the sky.


  The brothers stand in rapt and silent admiration of the scene, as well they may, for it is surpassingly beautiful. But they do not stand alone. Bertha leans on Hake’s arm, and a tall girl with dark hair leans on Heika’s. Beside them stands a fine-looking though somewhat delicate old man; whose benignant gaze seems to be more attracted by the young people than the scenery.


  Need we say that this is the Scottish Earl, the father of our fleet-footed thralls, and that the dark-haired girl is Emma? We will not violate your sense of propriety, gentle reader, by talking of Mrs Heika; nor will we venture to make reference to the little Heikas left at home!


  But these are not all the party. Karlsefin, Biarne, and Thorward are there—on a visit to the Earl—with Gudrid and Freydissa; and away on the fiord they can see their two Norse galleys towering like quaint giants at rest among the small craft that ply and skim about there.


  Shall we listen to what our friends say? We think not. Too long already have we caused them to break the silence which they have maintained for the last eight hundred years. Let us rather bid their shades depart with a kind farewell.


  But before the memory of them is quite gone, let us say a word or two in conclusion.


  Whether the Norsemen ever returned again to Vinland is a matter of uncertainty, for the saga is silent on that point; and it is to be feared that Snorro, the first American, did not return to take possession of his native land, for when the great continent was re-discovered about five hundred years later, only “red-skins” were found there; and the Pilgrim Fathers make no mention of having met with descendants of any colony of white men.


  What ultimately became of Snorro and Olaf is, we regret to say, unknown. This, however, is certain, that Karlsefin, according to his oft-expressed intention, retired to Iceland, where he dwelt happily with Gudrid, Leif, Biarne, and Thorward for many years. It is therefore probable that Snorro and Olaf took to a seafaring life, which was almost the only life open to enterprising men in those days. If they did, they distinguished themselves—there can be no doubt whatever upon that point.


  As to the other personages who have figured in our tale, we can only surmise—at least hope—that they lived long and happily, for the saga relates nothing as to the end of their respective careers. But of this we are quite sure, that wherever they went, or however long they lived, they never failed to retain a lively recollection of that romantic period of their lives when they sojourned in the pleasant groves of Vinland—that mighty continent which, all unsuspected by these men of old, was destined, in the course of time, to play such a grand and important part in the world’s history.


  Thus ends all that we have got to tell of the adventures of the Norsemen in the West, and the Discovery of America before Columbus.


  The End.
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  Note. An important Christian colony existed in Greenland for nearly 400 years—from some time in the tenth to near the end of the fourteenth century,—a colony in which, in the fourteenth century, there were 190 townships and a town called Garda, in which were a cathedral, bishop’s seat, and twelve or thirteen churches, besides other Christian establishments, with a regular succession of bishops for their superintendence, of whom seventeen are named in the sagas. This colony, strange to say, was obliterated, no one knew how or when, and its very existence was forgotten by the civilised world. It was chronicled, however, in the Icelandic sagas and brought to light by antiquaries of the highest authority. The statistical details given by the sagas have been corroborated by the actual discovery in Greenland, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, of vast ecclesiastical and other buildings. These are facts which do not admit of reasonable doubt—so writes Samuel Laing in his translation of “The Heimskringla, or Chronicle of the Kings of Norway,” volume one, page 141.
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