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The Stone Bearer – banks of the great lough: unknown date

There were strangers at the summer fish camp. The people ran from them. Only she was pursued, but her longer legs carried her swiftly away. She felt the warm, smooth weight in her hand – and the warm heaviness of the babe in her womb. The high summer sun bore down on her, and her blood grew hotter with each long stride. The smooth sacred stone slippery between her fingers. Her breath coming in short gasps almost matching the rhythm of her sprint. 

She could hear them behind her – farther away, calling to one another. Her soul could still smell the ash and see the blackened stumps that had once been coppices for wood gathering.

She followed the familiar rise of the lough shore, seeking the wetlands – the well-known places. Perhaps places the strangers would fear to enter. The earth underfoot softened, water oozing between her toes. To her left – where eggs and shellfish could be gathered, and to the right where deeper ponds, mires and sludge holes could snare the unwary. To the right... that would be her choice, for she knew the ways that the strangers would miss. 

The sacred stone weighed heavily in her hand and on her mind – she would hide it. Place it deep within this watery refuge where it would be kept safe. She stopped – a pause, a look back, breathing deeply.

She saw that the strangers too had stopped for one of their number had fallen – perhaps a misstep or a snag of the foot. His companions moved about him, but there was one who did not. He stood utterly still, returning her gaze. He looked strong, stocky and muscular with long arms and short legs. She looked at him - only for a hands-count of her racing heartbeats. Then, as around her the first tendrils of an early mist swirled about, she turned and strode confidently into the marsh making her way to the old places.

Trad:  RathKane – CY940 month 10, day 10

The boy carefully swept up and removed the last of the ash, so that the hearthstone lay clean and unadorned before him – it almost seemed to gleam, ready for the new fire. On the bare slab, he carefully placed five wooden splinters, each the size of his thumb. Then, within this little pentagon, he began to crumble the driest parts of a peat block – the grass tinder was to hand for the next step. Beside it - for him to use today for the first time – the pale blue-veined stone and the dull iron striker. He had watched and learned. Today he would try. There was only one other person present in the room – his mother. He glanced at her and she smiled, nodding her satisfaction with his accomplishment of the rite.

The boy suddenly gasped, half rising – the peat wedge tumbled from his hands, but he still clutched something. He turned towards her, hands outstretching. She stood and crossed the room, walking slowly – squinting as she looked at the object that he held. A flat stone – a little larger than the palm of his hand. A soft colour but with an almost polished sheen, she could make out white lines and moved closer to see.

“It came out of the turf...” The boy spoke hesitantly, as if he had done something wrong.

“Let me see.” She held out her hand, speaking softly – reassuringly.

The stone was very smooth to the touch and for a moment she thought it almost warm. She held it close to her eyes and examined it. A bog-stone. A rare one. What might it mean? 

“Let us finish the hearth fire. You are doing it very well, Trad.” She returned to her chair, carrying the stone with her. The boy knelt again, placed the tinder and picked up flint and striker. He moved carefully. Then with one last glance at his mother, he struck.

A bright spark leapt onto the hearth. He leaned over it breathing down gently – the tinder ignited. Carefully he fed more of the dried moss and grass to the flame, then splinters of oak and a sprinkle of dry peat dust. The fire grew. He turned again to his mother, a great smile of achievement on his face but also a search for approval in his eyes.

“You have done it. On your first attempt. You have done it.” Ibhell felt tears in her eyes, pride in her heart... and some trepidation. She looked down at the stone, then back to her son. She whispered. “I will speak of this with Brack at the Doire. It may mean something.”
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Brack:  The Doire – CY940 month 10, day 12

“I have spoken at length with Ibhell.” Brack’s voice was calm, sonorous. “She insists that the boy struck a true flame on his first attempt. Immediately after finding the bog-stone. Does this mark him out?”

“He is the ArdRi’s son.” Pangor, the eldest of the Order’s three leaders, did not bother to soften his point. “That marks him out.”

“Indeed.” Brack inclined his head. “It would be a considerable benefit to the Order if the ArdRi’s son were to be counted among our number.”

Flan had been silent until then. He touched the small leather pouch at his side.

“And the bog-stone,” he said. “Do we have it?”

“No. Ibhell had it with her and I examined it.” Brack stood and turned to face the hearth. “She insisted that she must return it to her son.” He clasped his hands. “She had promised.”

“Then have the boy brought here – with the stone.” Pangor’s impatience showed. “We needs must see both. And seeing them together would be the...”

“This is already arranged.” Brack lifted his right hand as he turned back. “I have called you both here at this time because mother and son will arrive at noon.”

Flan said nothing. Noon was upon them. The bog-stone was close.
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Trad:  RathKane – CY942 month 10, day 25

My brothers arrived with the dawn, and with seven of the ArdRi’s herdsmen. Mother had said I might sleep in the brú with them during their stay, and we broke our fast together there that first morning. They had come to help with the gathering of the cattle. I was glad of it, especially to see Conall.

We sat by the hearth before a warm fire. There was only a faint hint of peat-smoke, but the air was close, for there were many more people present than usual. Mother sat first, then Ruarc, then Conall, then me. My mother’s uncle was the last to sit. His name was Hara – a much older man. This was to be his last Samhain gathering. The food was filling and plentiful, and my brothers set to it with enthusiasm.

“Eat, Trad! Eat!” Conall slapped my shoulder. “It will be a long day of trail food before we have another hot meal like this.”

Mother smiled at me and nodded. She always liked to see me eat a heaped platter.

Afterwards, as the men began to rise, Ruarc called the cattle-holders and herders together to give out tasks. He would lead the main party north into the pastures between the sacred loughs.  Hara would go to the southern ranges along the great river. I was allowed to go with them, and I smiled to myself at the thought, for this was Connor’s team too.

We gathered in the yard as the light strengthened. There was an empty feel to it; no cattle,  for the milk cows had not yet been brought in - only men, dogs, and the sound of boots on packed earth. The gate stood open between the posts, and beyond it to the east, the land fell away toward the river’s wide water, shimmering like a silver blade in the morning sun. Then Ruarc gave the word, and we set off. 

Ahead of us, Ruarc and the main party exited and turned left towards the twin lough pastures. We turned right following Hara, trudging up the low hill towards the high meadowlands and the far paths down to the great river.

I looked back. From outside, the rath always seemed larger. The bank rose high and steep, dark with damp, and the buildings pressed close within it - the long roof of the brú running along the inner curve, the smaller roundhouses set back from the yard, their thatch heavy with dew. Smoke drifted low, carrying the smell of peat and warm food behind us.

Mother stood near the doorway of her house. She did not call out. She had watched as the groups formed and men took their places. She met my eye and lifted her hand once, not in farewell, but in acknowledgment. The sound of the rath fell behind us, and the ground underfoot changed, from packed earth to grass and stone.

There were only a few straggling clusters of cattle on the high grazing. I learned that this was as expected at this hour.

“We will leave them.” Hara spoke loudly and confidently. “They can be gathered as we return with the main herd. We will find that nearer to the river.”

It was very pleasant at that moment to walk along beside Conall and enjoy the morning sunshine. We chatted comfortably and I laughed a lot, as always when with Conall.

“Look - Súil-bheag. Still flowering – the cattle won’t graze it.” I said, pointing to a small, pale flower with its dark mark, still open though the year was turning.

Conall stopped and looked again, then at me. “How do you know that?”

I shrugged. “I’ve seen it before.” Mama had told me not to speak of the Doire to anyone. 

It was easy to follow the herd’s morning movement down to their watering place at the river. The tracks and spoor went along a well-trodden path. We came to the crest overlooking the riverbanks. A vista that stirred my soul spread out before me. – the channel still wide, but narrower here. There was no wind and the air was still heavy with the familiar tang of the cattle. Two score of them mingled along the bank, heads down grazing or drinking. We made our way carefully, not wanting to disturb or startle them.

“I do not see the heavy-boned bull calf...” Hara spoke loudly, but the animals knew him. “...nor the red one with the white marking.” He scratched his chin and called out.  “Teth!”

Teth was a short muscular man, well-known around the rath for his dogged persistence and great strength. He trotted over to Hara with only a grunt of acknowledgment.

“Take you two of the boys and find where the calves with bone have wandered.” Hara looked at the sky, then waved his hand at the herd. “Be quick, for I want to get these going.”

The nine of us remaining began to prepare the herd to move. Two pairs of the boys with their dogs went wide to bring in the outermost animals, while Hara and his two herdsmen skilfully wielded their switches and started the oldest cows onto the trail. Other animals soon followed and the whole mass of the herd began to amble towards the slopes.

After some time, when Teth had not returned, Hara became visibly impatient and irritated. He called to me. “Trad! Go and find Teth! Hurry him back.” He looked at Conall with a scowl, answering an unasked question. “Yes. You can go with him. But be quick.”

We set off and soon did find Teth and the boys, for they were not far. They were standing together at a point where a fast-flowing stream entered the river. Teth looked very unhappy but seemed pleased to see Conall.

“We have searched upstream and down. We have found no sign of the bull calves and no sign of their tracks.” He shook his head. “They would not have gone far from the herd. I do not understand it.” He closed his eyes and mumbled. “Just vanished. No tracks.”

I knew that Teth was a skilled










Brack:  The Doire – CY942 month 12, day 12
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Ibhell:  RathKane – CY943 month 4, day 30
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Conall:  RathKane – CY943 month 4, day 30
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Brack:  RathKane – CY943 month 5, day 2
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