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Author’s Introduction 

This book is, of course, a work of fiction and the events and characters in the storyline are mostly imaginary. However, history does record a man called Calgach who lived in the Celtic iron age and who interacted with the expanding Roman empire – notably at the battle of Mons Graupius in Scotland, around 83CE. (Detailed by the Roman writer Tacitus in his history – “Life of Agricola”.) 

The name “Calgach” has also a connection to the city of Derry (from ‘Doire’ – a grove of oaks) in Ireland; a very old name for the city was “Doire Calgach” and I would not be the first to equate the Celtic general at Mons Graupius with the man who gave his name to the place on the river Foyle. 

However, other than that he fought the Romans in 1st century Scotland, we know nothing about this man. Calgach did make a big impression – to be mentioned by Tacitus and to give his name to a famous place – but all the events involving him in this book are my invention. Of course – the broad sweep of historical events and figures, which are the backdrop to the story, is as accurate as I have been able to manage – for the undoubted errors, entirely my responsibility, I can only apologise.

The Celts – Many of the Celtic details in the book are imaginary, but where they have any reality then I must acknowledge a great debt to P. W. Joyce’s work – “A Smaller Social History of Ancient Ireland”. If you are interested in this, then you can find it on the website of the Library of Ireland.

Language – I have no scholarly pretensions. For the story, it was convenient to have a “common tongue”. I suppose that the question is: how close to each other were the insular Celtic languages of two thousand years ago? My presumption is “quite close”; equivalent to being not too much more than dialect differences. There is some scholarly support for this view.

Calendar – The ancient Celts had a very sophisticated calendar based on the lunar year but synchronised with the solar year by the insertion/omission of “extra” months in a prescribed manner. Pliny the Elder recorded that the Celts kept their calendar “in step” on a 30-year cycle; combined with archaeological evidence (e.g., the Coligny calendar), there is a plausible case to be made that the Celtic calendar began somewhere between 800 and 1000 BCE, or even much earlier. I have arbitrarily (but conveniently!) assigned a start year of 900 BCE; so, for example, on my “Celtic Calendar”, the defeat of Boudicca (61CE) is in the Celtic year (CY) – 961CY. So, the CE (or AD) year can be derived from the CY (Celtic Year) simply by subtracting 900. The Celtic monthly cycle is too complicated to try to represent, so I have indicated the exact day as if on a modern calendar; thus, “month 8, day 11” is the 11th of August. 

Places – RathConall, ArdRinn, RathLong, TirNeid, and DunDonnach (to name but a few) are fictitious, but the book also refers to some real ancient Celtic places – Brega, Emain Macha, Inis Mon are all examples. 

Tribal names – again mostly fictitious, but I have tried to make some connection to the known name. For example, the “Ordaibh” are the Ordovices, and the Celtic etymology suggests the root word “ord” meaning a hammer – hence “the people of the hammer”.

Kings, Princes, and Monks – There were not any “monks”, as such, in ancient Ireland; but there were schools of learning and students did train in law, religion, medicine and more. We know that there were people who spent considerable time memorising genealogies and great deeds (often with poetry or music). It seems to me that the most familiar term (to a modern person) to convey the position and function of this latter type is “monk” – so I have used that word.

Similarly, the Irish word ‘ri’ is normally translated as ‘king’, but ancient Irish society had no exact equivalent of a “king” or a “prince” – but the general concept is there, and I make no apology for rendering it intelligible to a modern reader. It has been estimated that there may have been as many as 180 ‘ri’ in 1st century Ireland – these were local clan leaders/chieftains. However, I must make clear that there was never an ArdRi (a ‘High King’) of all Ireland (Brian Boru came closest); but there could well have been regional overlords who commanded the loyalty of a number of ‘ri’ in their territory and such men could be considered ‘high kings’ or ArdRi. For the purposes of this novel, I have invented such a man (Neid) in the northwest area; so, Neid was an ArdRi who received the obedience of (in this fictitious case) thirty-six client ‘ri’ within his territorial influence.

Similarly, I distinguish between a Dun – a fortified town; a Cashel – a military fort; a Rath – a fortified stronghold, the residence of a powerful family.

In Celtic naming ‘Mac’ means ‘the son of’; the female form is ‘Ni’ meaning ‘daughter of’, usually followed by the mother’s name. ‘Ua’ means ‘descended from’ and its familiar anglicised form is ‘O’ – thus “O’Malley” means descended from Malley.

Ships and trade – We know from classical sources (Ptolemy and Tacitus) that Ireland had plentiful and useful harbours, and the Irish had good ships that had been carrying on foreign commerce for centuries before the time of this story. (According to Tacitus, Ireland was more advanced than Britain in respect of shipping.) 

Religion – the deity names are as best we know, but it must be remembered that we know very little detail of Druidism. Some of the superstitions described in the book are also fiction (e.g., touching three fingers of the right hand over the heart; “sign of the three”).

Law – the ancient Irish had a comprehensive legal system, commonly referred to as “Brehon Law” (properly called Fénechas) and it was administered by qualified Brehons (judges) – who had to be very careful as they could be personally liable for mistakes!

Miscellaneous (not anachronisms!) Soap – the ancient Irish did have soap (in fact there are grounds to believe that it was a Celtic invention!); but they did not have domestic cats – the Romans introduced Felis domesticus to Britain and Ireland. The closest thing in ancient Ireland would have been the Eurasian lynx, which is a much larger animal. Honey is mentioned several times in the story; it was very common and very important in ancient Ireland – in fact so much so that there was a substantial part of Brehon law given over to it! Ale was widely made and consumed – chiefly from barley – but rye, wheat and oats were also used. Barrels are known to have been made and used from 300 years BCE.

THE ROMANS AND THE INVASION OF BRITAIN

Emperor Claudius (41CE to 54CE) launched the invasion of Britannia in 43CE; foreign wars and conquests were important to the Romans for the supply of slaves – the entire Roman economy was based on slavery – and other resources. Additionally, Claudius was widely seen as feeble and ineffectual, so he needed to establish credibility and popularity in his new position as emperor. The Romans understood that Britannia was a wealthy place and was desirable for that reason alone. Officially, the invasion was undertaken to re-instate Verica (an exiled British tribal chieftain).

The invasion forces comprised four legions viz. II Augusta, IX Hispana, XIV Gemina and XX Valeria Victrix. These would have certainly been accompanied by auxiliary units, including cavalry. By the time of the action of this story (c. 60CE to 70CE) the conquest was essentially complete.

Places – the Roman cities named all existed; the city of Deva (modern Chester) was initiated by the construction of a Roman fort in the mid-70s CE – probably constructed by Legio II Adiutrix (a new legion formed about 70CE by Vespasian) and, therefore, some years after the action in this story.

However, there is reason to believe that Deva was founded on a pre-existing fortification, and it is this that I have imagined as the place where Calgach first encountered the legions – specifically, a detachment (known as a vexillatio) of IX Hispana.

Miscellaneous – The “Via Linda” is the fictitious name that I have given to the real Roman road connecting Londinium with Lindum Colonia (Lincoln). It is now known as Ermine Street, but we do not know the original Roman name. The Ala Hispanorum Vettonum was a real Roman cavalry unit that took part in the invasion of Britannia and operated there for some considerable time. As its name implies it was raised in Hispania (Spain) and incorporated many of the Vettones people of central Spain – famed fighters and horsemen. Liburnians were probably the most common Roman ship type and were used both as military and trading vessels. They were typically in the order of thirty metres long and five metres wide, with eighteen oars per side. They could travel at speeds of up to 15 km/hr under sail and about half that under oars.
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Prologue

THE DOIRE, CENTRE OF THE DRUIDIC ORDER OF THE OAK, 951 CY; MONTH 9, DAY 9

The man twisted and gasped awake, already half risen out of his narrow cot. Images from the nightmare burned in his mind as he slumped back, his brow cold with sweat and black fear. The dream was as before: a vision of a great ship pummelled by fearsome waves and a howling wind that set upon it like unrelenting wolves on a royal stag. He sat up abruptly and clasped his head in his hands, waiting for the pounding of his heart to diminish. Then he rose slowly and stood, naked, stretching to ease the tension from his shoulders. His eyes remained closed as he drew deep breaths until, as he exhaled for the ninth time, he opened them and reached for a nightshirt, hanging on a peg by the unshuttered window. The brightness of the newly full moon streamed in, lighting the simple stone cell that he now called home. He wrapped the shirt around him and stepped through the open doorway.

Outside the air was warm and the cobbles dry and solid beneath his bare feet. Despite the warmth, someone had made a fire nearby, spreading a smell of smoke through the night. His eyes were drawn across to the centre of the commune to another hive-like stone cell like his, but larger and surrounded by a ring of gleaming white quartz stones that seemed to almost glow in the moonlight. He walked slowly thinking of the man within – the elder, Flan… physician, herb-master, shaman and one of only three men in the community to have attained full rank in the order. He took another deep breath, now tasting strongly of herbs and oak smoke. He paused, exhaling slowly again before entering, ducking below the lintel.

“Ah, Trad, I was expecting you. Sit.” The old man gestured towards a raised, unpadded stone platform. “There is news from your brother.” Another bundle went on the brazier and the smoke thickened around them. “As foretold, a boy has been born this night in the full of Lugh’s moon. Your nephew has come into the world, his name already given in the foretelling. Calgach.” 

Trad sighed and lowered his head, slowly closing his eyes. “Perhaps that is why the dream has come so powerfully tonight, more terrible than ever before. What does it mean?”

“I believe it to be more than a simple warning of danger to a ship.” The old man’s voice was low and dreamlike. “I think that the storm that you see foretells the coming of war and destruction. Would that it told us how to steer the ship clear.” He sighed and paused, then stretched out to touch Trad’s hand. “Let us walk the smoke together and seek answers.”

The two men sat in silence for some time as the air about them slowly cleared. Then the old shaman began to hum as he proffered a wooden bowl. Trad immediately recognised the small red, white-spotted fungi: the ‘flesh of the gods’. He closed his eyes as he reached out and took a small portion in his left hand, between his thumb and first two fingers. It was sticky with the honey that had been added to mask the bitter taste, but all such reality was soon forgotten as his soul soared forth, seeking understanding and insight.

RATHCONALL 80 YEARS LATER, 1031CY; MONTH 6, DAY 27

The early morning sun was bright and low in the near cloudless sky. Dew sparkled in the grass and the still, clear air was only occasionally disturbed by distant bird calls. Two men, one young and one old, walked steadily across the sloping hill and away from the rambling manse that sat comfortably in a broad, shallow fold of the land behind them. To their front, a narrow brook ran swiftly down towards the great river that gleamed far below like a burnished blade. 

The old man was tall and very upright, clean shaven and with shoulder-length hair as white as new milk; he wore a full, richly coloured mantle with a hood trimmed with fur, but thrown back for the day was already warm. He moved with a slow and measured stride. This, and his white hair, were the only outward signs of his great age. The young man by his side was also beardless but his hair, raven black, was cropped short and tonsured. He carried a sizeable willow basket and, draped over his shoulder, a pair of thick-woven blankets. There was no conversation between them, but the silence was that of comfortable companionship rather than a sign of any tension or uneasiness.

Just ahead was their goal: a level sward of long grass that surrounded a flat slab of grey stone overlooking the stream as it flowed into a wide pond enclosed by low walls and hedged with hawthorn. They slowed and then stopped by the rock, turning to look back at the house. After a moment, the youth set down the basket and spread the blankets over the grass. The old man sat carefully and breathed deeply, bending his head so that his companion stepped forward in concern.

“Lord. Is all well with you? Should I fetch someone from the house?”

“The house…” The man lifted his head once more and looked down the hill, his eyes clear and piercing and at odds with the sense of great age that surrounded him. “It has hardly changed. I know it so well. I was born in that house, and I hope to die there.” A slight smile.

“Lord. Do you wish to return? Should I fetch horses?”

“No Padar. I will sit here for a while and remember.” He stroked his hand across his head and closed his eyes. “I have always been able to remember more than other men, and as I grow older, so it seems that my memory goes back more easily and more clearly. Perhaps it is just that there is so much more for the old to remember and that the young have so many other ways to fill the day.” He paused, opened his eyes again and looked at his companion directly so that the young monk blushed and had to turn away. “Do not be frightened of me Padar. I am just a very old man. I have lived longer than any other man or woman that I know, and I have travelled further and seen more.” He took a long breath and then sighed deeply. “Many times, have I recounted the stories of those journeys so that now they are all laid out in my mind.” He waved his right arm in a slow gesture. “This is the place where my memories begin.”

“Lord, will you tell me of them?” Padar moved the basket to one side and sat on his blanket, feeling the sun warm on his back. “If you tell me then I shall remember for you, when you have gone.” This indeed was Padar’s talent and the duty that he owed to his Brotherhood.

“Yes. I will share my remembering once more.” The old man closed his eyes again and smiled. “You must know very well that over the years I have told my tales to many of your brethren so that they would preserve them after I cross the worlds?” He laughed softly. “But it is they that have crossed and I am still here.” He opened his eyes and laughed again. “Although I know that I will not outlive you, young Padar.”

The monk did know the histories given to his predecessors; he had been schooled in them, in detail and in depth, over many years, so that he now had all of them lodged and organised in his mind. However, he was charged with learning yet more, if it was possible. He had long ago been chosen to be companion and attendant to the great man and now was daily in his company.

“Perhaps you will Lord.” He reached out so that their hands touched. “The world still needs you and the gods still smile on you.”

“No.” Calgach paused to breathe deeply. “This is not my day. My days are long gone. Nigh on fourscore years have passed – long years – but now gone. And so too should I be, but I am still here, the last of my times.” He hesitated and then smiled again at his companion. “But in this place, as it shines in this day’s sun and sitting by the side of this stream, I can see again other days of long ago.” He suddenly pointed to the walled pond. “There, by that pool. That is where my memories begin.” He smiled again. “But it may be not so much my memory of that long ago event as it is of so often hearing my mother speak of a particular day…” His voice tailed off; the thought unspoken.

“Yes, Lord.” Padar was watchful, for the old man was much affected. “There have been many that have shared the stories of their parts in your life.” The monk paused again, wishing to calm the tension that he detected in his companion. “Your mother, the lady Sabia, told the tale of that pool to my brethren more than once, the pool, and the finding. Your uncle, the great Lord Trad, also spoke of it.” Padar paused, gauging the effects of his words. “Would you hear their accounts from me?”

“I would, Padar.” The old man clasped his hands on his lap and nodded. “Assuredly I would.”

“Then let me gather my thoughts.” He closed his eyes and began his breathing cycle, as memories of his training disciplines darted through his mind: memories of smoke-filled halls, repetitive chanting… the little red and white fungus, “the flesh of the gods”, his spirit soaring between the worlds.  
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1. The Finding

SABIA: RATHCONALL, 954 CY; MONTH 8, DAY 11

I have always liked to sing, a fondness that I learned from my mother; I remember that her voice was sweet with that soft accent of her people, the Miathi. My earliest recollections are of listening to her or, better still, singing along with her as we dressed and brushed our hair in the mornings. And we would sing many more times throughout the day as we did the simple household things that mothers and young daughters do together.

 And so, of course, I was happily singing that bright, special morning… the morning that the world changed forever, or so my heart has always told me. It was three days past the full moon and five days before the end of Lugnasad. The harvest was going to be full and bountiful, and the celebrations were joyful. Searna was heavy within me; a baby of abundance carried to the full term… a great relief for us after two losses.

 At the next full moon, Calgach would be three years old. Even at that age, he had a presence that seemed to fill the room, usually with boisterous and seemingly endless energy and an occasional tantrum. But that morning he sat quietly, almost motionless, gazing at his fingers as he wiggled them in a beam of sunlight. The rising sun was still very low in the sky, but it gave light and even some warmth to the bedchamber, its rays like a shining stream flowing across the room. I felt the babe stir within me and I shifted a little on the cushions. My husband, Conall, would be back soon, returning early for the birth. He had promised it.

 “Come Cal!” I smiled as I spoke but did not look directly at him, for Mara, my companion and lifelong friend, was gently brushing my hair. “You know this song. Come, sing with me!” But he would not. He can sing beautifully, as he can do so many things, but that morning he would only sit quietly listening with the serious, steady gaze that sometimes still comes upon him to this day.

I sighed and went back to my preparations, for appearances are very important. The final part, now nearly done, was always my hair. Long and thick, reaching to my waist, it required too much time and attention but when I had mooted the possibility of cutting it, Conall had become very agitated, and his face grew pale. I truly feared that he would take one of his turns! So, my hair remained and continued to be a great vexation for me each day.

 That morning it shone in the sunlight, a rich reddish-brown, yet-to-be-braided tress that Mara expertly brushed over my shoulder. I moved my head slowly from side to side, looking at my reflection in a polished white-bronze mirror that she occasionally held up in both hands, skilfully adjusting it as needed so that I could see her work. As always, I smiled and nodded. At last, with tresses gathered and plaited, I stood with a sigh and smiled down at my son. Mara stepped back and looked critically at the plaiting.

 “You have beautiful hair, Sabia.” Mara ever spoke in low and gentle tones. “I could braid in those lovely strings of gold and silver beads that Conall brought back last year…” My expression halted her words.

“No Mara.” I smiled again at Calgach. “It takes too much time. We must begin our day.”

Mara shook her head slightly but mentioned it no more as she went to the door and slowly opened it, murmuring: “So let it begin, with the blessing of the Three.”

“Thank you, Mara.” I took Cal by the hand, the little morning ritual complete. “Come. You have been good, and I will have Brid see that you have some honey with your breakfast.” We walked slowly along the short passageway and then turned sharply right to enter the big hall. I paused and drew a deep breath to speak the ritual greeting in a clear, projecting voice. “The Three be thanked for the day.” A variety of invocations and replies echoed back.

“The Three be with you Lady Sabia.”

“The blessings of the day on you Sabia and your son…”

The little litany was voiced around the room before the hubbub resumed, but at a slightly lower volume, as people returned to their tasks or the breaking of their fast. Brid came bustling across to us, a great smile of welcome on her and, as always, her linen apron white and tidy despite the demands of her busy kitchen. She was wiping her hands on a clean linen cloth as she approached and spoke in a loud whisper. 

“You have a guest.” She tucked the cloth in her apron pocket. “I will make you a special breakfast, and mind that you eat all of it now: you are eating for two!” She touched my arm and then patted Calgach’s head. He hated that and, as always, he ducked away!

“A guest?” I looked about and then exclaimed. “Look Calgach! Look who it is. Trad is here!” We threaded our way through to the raised platform where we usually took our meals, a place where we could see and be seen. As we came to the dais, I reached out my hands in greeting to the young man standing there. He was tall and of a very fair complexion, but he was unshaven, and his light brown hair was unbrushed and untidy. “Trad! You should have warned me of your coming! You are welcome as the sun! All is well…? You are well?” I kissed his cheek, and he laughed in response. 

“Sabia, it is a joy to hear your voice again.” He too patted Calgach’s hair and again my son ducked away. Trad laughed louder. “And you Cal! Have you missed me?”

“Trad! Trad! You are back. What have you brought me?” Calgach jumped up onto the platform and then down again, and then up again: a game that he played every morning despite my disapproval. As we stepped up to the table, I glared but kept my scolding muted.

“Hush Cal!” I took his hand again. “Brought you indeed!” I kept my sternest face as I sat him down then turned again to my unexpected visitor. “Have you walked through the night? Have you eaten? Conall has not yet returned. He promised to be early, but not this early!” Trad frowned a little at this, for he did love and miss his older brother. I patted the bench. “Sit and tell me of your time on the river.”

 I waved at Brid who was already making her way towards us, then turned back to Trad. He smiled at the reference to ‘the river’, my way of describing his life in the world of the druids, a life that he had prepared for as long as he could remember. A life that had only recently taken him away from this great house, this rath, his home for so long. Here with us, not with his father, our high king Neid at the great Dun… but here with his brother Conall. And now he lived in the Doire, the grove of ancient oak trees that grew on the island where the river split. The western arm of the division is narrow and shallow, easily fordable and with a timber path through the bog, leading up to the rath. It was not a very long walk, but one that Trad could take only in keeping with some unknowable druid timetable.

He shook his head and frowned again, but teasingly this time, before speaking loudly and with exaggerated playfulness as he saw Brid approach. 

 “Oh Sabia, it is hard indeed! The food is dreadful. Could you not spare us Brid awhile? Perhaps she could teach the lay brethren some plain cooking! All that learning there, but no one can prepare a simple meal!” He stood, raising his hands as if surprised to realise that Brid had come up behind him; then he laughed lightly and leaned down to kiss her on the cheek. She tutted loudly and fluttered her hands, seeming flustered but also very pleased by the greeting.

I too laughed and spoke happily. “Brid. Can you please send some honey to us, for I have promised it to Cal for being good and I think Trad may also take a little!” 

“You can have bread and honey, porridge and buttermilk, thin-sliced pork and eggs, and herring fried in butter if you would like!” She stood for a moment, arms akimbo, and looked from one to the other. “You are both too thin. I expect you to eat well before you leave this table!” She tutted again and shook her head. “Much too thin! Now sit and your breakfast will be with you before you know it! Sit! Sit!” She turned and hurried back towards the kitchen, still muttering to herself.

I watched her for a moment, and then I turned and looked at Trad again. “She is right, Trad. You are thin and you look tired.” I reached out and touched his hand. “You would say if you were ill, wouldn’t you?”

He sighed. “I am well enough, but my sleep has not been very restful of late.” Another sigh. “And today I was roused particularly early!” He paused and looked again at Calgach. “The dreams have returned: disturbing dreams in which I see a ship tossed in a storm, battered by wave after wave and lightning flashing while the sea surges all around. It alarms me… frightens me.” Again, he paused and took a deep breath as he looked again at me. “Sometimes I think: ‘Could this be a vision of Conall?’ But, in my heart, I know that this is a dark image of something even more terrible.” 

For a while, there was silence between us. I well knew that Trad had been chosen for the hard path of power because that power burned bright within him. His dreams were not to be taken lightly. “Have you spoken to the brethren?” He nodded but remained silent as Brid and Nula began to put our breakfast before us. I spread some honey on a sweet biscuit and gave it to Cal as we waited for them to finish and go. Then, Trad began to speak very quietly.

Padar paused and looked at the old man who remained sitting still with a half-smile. Padar drew a flask of water from the basket and sipped a little, before beginning again.

TRAD: RATHCONALL – 954 CY MONTH 8, DAY 11

Some might perhaps think it more than just co-incidence that I was advised to return to RathConall that day, but it is old wisdom that tells us that coincidences are the small wonders that the gods hide behind. The dream had wakened me long before sunrise and, as so often over the years, I had passed most of the night with my guide and mentor, Flan. Together we had walked the smoke but, also as so many times before, I learned nothing new. As the dawn twilight brightened the sky, he told me to leave: to go to my kin and not come back until the turn of the moon. I paused only to dress and then set out unwashed, unbrushed and unfed. To miss breakfast at the Doire is no great loss, but the walk across the log path and up the steep hill felt longer than usual for I went carefully in the early twilight. I was certainly hungry, as well as uncharacteristically dishevelled, when I arrived at my brother’s rath, my home.

Of course, Brid had spotted my arrival, for there is nothing that happens in her domain that she does not quickly know. I waved her back as she began to approach me, and I went to the high table to wait. It was not long before Sabia came into the hall; she had Calgach by the hand and was walking slowly, nodding greetings to one side and then to the other. I noticed Brid hurry over to her and point to me. Sabia’s face seemed to light up, which did my heart good to see. She picked her way forward more quickly and reached a hand to my face as we met.

 “Trad! You should have warned me of your coming! You are welcome as the sun! All is well, isn’t it? You are well?” She kissed my cheek, and I laughed lightly.

“It is a joy to see you again Sabia and to hear your voice!” I reached down to muss Cal’s hair, but he bobbed away. “And have you missed me, young man? Eh, Cal? Missed me?”

“No!” He replied with a child’s tactless honesty. “Have you brought me a present?”

Sabia was visibly irritated by this but kept her telling-off muted, although she rolled her eyes and grimaced at me by way of apology. We sat at the table, and it was now our turn to be scolded as Brid came bustling across to reproach us for being “too thin”. She listed her breakfast offering, a great catalogue that had my mouth watering. We were warned to clear our platters, and I assured her that this was indeed my intention, although as events transpired, I ate less than my appetite desired.

Whilst waiting for our food, Sabia questioned me about my health, and I admitted that my sleep had been much disturbed by troubling dreams. “And have you spoken of this to the Brethren?” It was an uncharacteristically naïve question. I sighed quietly as I nodded a reply, for our breakfast arrived at that moment. 

“Of course I have.” I smiled a little as I watched the servers leave the table. “Naturally, I went to Flan first, for he is by far our best physician, and I thought that perhaps the dream arises out of some otherwise hidden ailment.” I scowled a little at the memory. “We travelled the sleep-smoke together again. Flan is an adept and I know that he has helped many people this way.” I shook my head. “He could find none of the deep fears that might be a problem. Many people have such fears: enclosed places, dogs, spiders, spilt blood.” Again, I shook my head. “But Flan detected no problems either of body or mind. Good news, of course! But the dream still comes.” I drew in a deep, long breath.

“And did you go to Brack?” Sabia too spoke low, almost a whisper. “He is the wisest man that I have ever met. He has given wellbeing and strength to Conall.”

“Yes.” I tried to relax as I replied. “Of course I did. He is the master of the Order and a man of the deepest learning and experience. Of course, I went to him.” I paused. “He has helped Conall since childhood and it has not been easy, for Neid sees any sickness as a judgement of the gods.” Sabia frowned at these words, but I went on. “Although the king understands that his wife, Cliona, had this convulsion sickness… He knew full well when he married her that she suffered this and that it is much more common in the west, particularly in her homeland.” Again, I paused and looked at Calgach. “Brack believes that this ailment can pass from parent to child, from Cliona to Conall.” But, I silently reflected, not to me for Cliona was not my mother. There was a short pause as we both began to eat, although Sabia barely nibbled at her food. “Brid is right you know…” I mumbled a little with my mouth stuffed full of bread and fried pork slices. “… you must eat more… it is not hard to do… this is excellent fare!” 

She continued to nibble and look distracted. Then she glanced at me and sighed. “It is said that this illness is a curse that the Morrigu laid on Cliona’s family long ago.” She hesitated again. “But Brack laughed at the notion and said that it is a natural affliction.” There was another hesitation. “He told me too that it could pass from parent to child, from Cliona to Conall and perhaps from Conall to Calgach.” She pressed her lips tightly together for a moment as she looked at her son. “But so far, thanks be to the Three, there has been no seizure, although sometimes he will sit and just stare into the distance. He did that today… this morning.” Her gaze never left the little boy as she spoke. “But Brack says that as long as some part of him moves – hands, head, fingers, or any part, then he should be safe.” She looked at me with a sudden and unexpected smile. “I tell him to wiggle his fingers and wave to his daddy.”

The boy himself had finished his bread and honey and had re-started his game of hopping on and off the dais, much to the obvious annoyance of his mother. I tried to ease the situation. 

“Cal! Where is Mag? Have you been looking after him for me since I left?”

Mag was the name of a Roman cat that my brother had brought from Gaul two years earlier. These creatures were very rare in Ireland at that time and were widely regarded as ‘lucky’. It also turned out to be very useful as it relentlessly hunted down any prey smaller than itself, mostly mice and small birds. Calgach’s interest in the animal was intermittent and any care that it needed was provided by others, but at my mention of it he perked up and, taking another piece of bread and honey, he announced that he would go at once to find it. He ran off at great speed calling out as he went, “Elen! Felim! Where are you? I want to find Mag!”

I smiled as I watched and, from the corner of my eye, I saw Sabia wave a young man over to the dais. “Clon. Go you after and keep watch over him.” She spoke in a low voice, but her tone was urgent and forceful. “He is over-excited this morning.” The youth did not speak, but he made the sign of three and quickly left the hall. She turned to face me again. “I am perhaps excessively protective, but Cal is very special.” Blushing, she looked down at her hands and then laughed softly. “But you know that as well as any, and better than most.”

I too began to laugh. “Be easy, Sabia. I understand perfectly. Now eat, for that is what I intend!” I heaped more pork onto my plate and then onto hers. “And Brid is watching us!”

We ate in comfortable silence for a time, although all too short a time, for we were interrupted by Alis, the wife of my oldest brother Ruarc. She had a whispered conversation with Sabia, and I could see Brid glowering at them from the back of the hall. I ignored all of this and concentrated on continuing with my breakfast until Sabia stood up and spoke to me.

 “A message has come from the great Dun, not from Neid but from Sionan.” Her lips twisted as she uttered the name of Neid’s resident druid advisor, a woman of great power but with a deep pool of darkness in her soul. “She bids you to go there at once…” She looked away, for there was a sudden commotion at the doors as Alis’ daughter Elen and her friend Felim rushed in, calling out and in obvious great distress. 

“Quick! Quick!” Felim’s voice squeaked with panic. “It is Cal! It is Cal! Come! Come!” Elen scurried to her mother and buried her head against her, sobbing.

“No! What? What?” Sabia’s voice was a wail of fear. She turned to me, her face stricken, eyes wide and full of dread, her hands and fingers fluttering before her. “Trad! Trad! Please!”

I was already halfway to the doors, through a press of suddenly over-excited people, pushing them aside with no regard to age or infirmity. Some were already outside hurrying towards the stream and pool. I raced past all of them and hurdled over the low hedge. Calgach’s small body lay face down in the grass and the young hearth-guard was desperately rubbing the boy’s back and neck. He looked at me, horror and panic on his face.

“Here, Clon! Here. Let me, let me!” I pulled Calgach’s arms above his head and began to press rapidly on his back. For a moment there was nothing. Then he coughed out water and spluttered. “Breathe Cal! Breathe!” I found myself repeating the words in a rhythmic chant. The boy took five or six long gasping breaths, shuddered, and shook in a spasm of coughing. Behind me, I heard Sabia’s voice call out, shrill and full of fear. I half turned and shouted over my shoulder. “Sabia! He is all right. He is here, wet but well. Wait, I will bring him.” 

His sturdy little body was surprisingly heavy and, as I pushed my way back through the hedge, he looked into my face and whispered. “I did not find Mag, Trad… but look.” He took out an ancient bronze blade from his tunic. “This was made for me. I saw it in the water, and it spoke to me and said so. It is mine.” He smiled.

I looked at the knife and then back to his face. “It is yours, Calgach. It is yours. But hold it carefully for it is sharp. Come.” I hugged him close as I came along to the trackway that led back to the house. Quite a crowd had gathered there, all talking and giving advice or calling on the goddess Brigit. Impatient in my relief, I silenced them. “Be quiet all of you and get back to your business! Clon!” The young guardsman had stayed close by. “Clear the way!” The crowd, now nearly silent, parted and Sabia ran to us and took her son from my arms. We made our way slowly to the great hall and I put Clon at the door to keep all others out.

I stayed quiet but watchful as Cal was toweled and dried; through all of it, he seemed to be alert, as though aware of the commotion and anxiety that he had caused. He kept very still and gazed fixedly at the knife, still in his hand. Mara had brought out a great armful of clean, dry clothes and the assembled women: Sabia, Alis, Mara and Brid, dressed him in a fine silk shirt, rich and warm. Then trousers and a kilt of linen, fastened with a bronze pin and, finally, a woollen cape and hood, brightly striped and colourful. It was as though by these attentions they thought to draw the boy farther from the watery gate to the next world. 

Sabia held him on her lap as she sat by the hearth, rocking gently and humming a soft song. The hall was unusually quiet for there was only Calgach, the four women, the two children and me. We all stayed silent, watching the flames surging yellow and red from thick oak logs, lit now despite the summer warmth. I gently took the knife from the boy, and I was surprised that he released it to me with a smile, as up to this point he had resisted all efforts to part him from it. I turned it over slowly, squinting in the low light as I looked.

“This is very strange, Sabia. And ancient. I know little of these things.” I held it closer to the fire, turning it in the light and frowned. “We should send for Sionan.” 

 Now it was Sabia’s turn to frown, and, in her lap, I saw Calgach stiffen. “I will not have that woman in my house.” This was final. No one, not even the High King’s wise woman, could cross the threshold against this prohibition. Brid held out a barley cake baked in honey and Sabia looked up. “Ach, Brid! He does not deserve it. After going down to that pond and nearly drowning himself! And worrying us all half to death.” But she let him keep the cake.

“Sabia.” The tension in my body revealed itself in the harshness of my tone. “Sionan is a very learned woman. The High King will surely want her words in this matter. I have hardly even started on the way. Sionan is of the first rank. And the boy was given the name; Calgach, ‘he with a blade’, and now he has found a blade: or it has found him.” 

“I said ‘no’. Go back to the Daire and speak to the wise men there, for I will not let that woman into my house.” Beneath her sweet voice and gentle eyes, her words and her will were like flint.

“I cannot return to the Daire before the new moon.” I looked intently at her as I spoke. “But Sabia, we must know the significance of this knife,” I spoke each word very distinctly and with emphasis. “Calgach nearly died for it, and he told me that it spoke to him. His safety is important.” This was one argument that might shatter even flint!

“Then take the knife to her. Go to DunNeid as you are bid! But Calgach will not go. I can see to my own.” She took a ring from her finger and threw it into the fire. The sudden whirl of sparks and smoke startled me; it seemed out of proportion to the simple act. There was total silence but for the crackle of the oak wood, flaring high – red and yellow. “Mother Épona, protect us! Taranéis guard us!” The fire blazed and smoked even higher, as though to bear her words to the skies. Alis moved closer and Brid held Felim and Elen in a tight, protective hug.

 As was her right in her house and at her hearth, Sabia had called upon the protection of the Mother and the power of the Lord of fire. 

I stood still for a count of heartbeats, staring at the burning logs; then I straightened, looked at the women once more, opened the doors and left. Behind me, the flames roared for a moment in the draught of my departure. 

The old man stared sightlessly into the distance for a score of heartbeats, and then he sighed and spoke in a low whisper. “Yes.” He sighed again. “Cursed by the Morrigu herself! I have often thought that old tale to be true, for there were times that I felt her cold hand on my soul; a great hooded crow blocking the light and throwing my heart into black despair.”

“Lord! I should not have made mention of it!” Padar looked troubled as he spoke.

“No, Padar! No! Brack was right. The Lough men may have long ago fought a battle against the Morrigu’s chosen, but I have seen this affliction in many places far away from her power, although perhaps in one guise or another, she has power the world over. No.” He smiled thinly and cupped his hand on the young man’s cheek. “It is a curse and has afflicted me often, but I have learned how to contain it. Let me tell you of my first lesson, learned when I was yet but a boy.”

CALGACH: DUNNEID – 960 CY MONTH 10, DAY 30

At Samhain, when I was nine years old, I went to my grandfather’s hall; to his great Dun. My father had returned only three days before, much later than we had expected and much to the worry of everyone in the rath. His flagship, the Curan, had suffered considerable damage in a wild gale on the return from a long summer’s trading expedition to Britain and Gaul and three men had died. Now he had it berthed on the other side of the great river, downstream – where its flow widened into the lough. There Conall had shipwrights with their workshops and forges, near to bog iron and oak. He planned that by the following spring, the Curan would again be ready for sea.

We traveled slowly for there were many of us and a lot to carry, much of it delicately fragile, for Neid had a liking for such things. We went by wagon, loaded with wine from Gaul, chests made of sweet-scented cedar, and silk and glass work from Rome. In the chests there were perfumes and medicines from far, exotic places; places that, even then, I longed to see so that, when I could, I would slip into the room when my father and my uncle Ruarc were telling tales of their travels. My mother would look sidelong at me and smile but would allow me to stay far beyond my bedtime.

 There were five wagons in the train and the smallest led the way, its one horse under the care of Mamek, an Egyptian that my father had brought back from Britannia not long after the finding of my knife. Mamek had quickly become fluent in the common tongue, and it was soon recognised that he was a capable and deeply knowledgeable man and my mother particularly valued his abilities. Although it was Trad who was my formally appointed teacher, he had to spend long weeks at the Daire, and so Mother delegated the day-to-day role to Mamek.

He was a small man, slightly made, quick in his movements like a bird pecking and bobbing. He was well-educated and well-travelled, able to read and speak several languages and to reckon and count carefully and accurately. He had journeyed from Egypt to Rome with the legions, and then on to Hispania, Gaul, and Britannia. So, he knew the Romans and their ways very well indeed. All these things Sabia had charged him to impart to me, and my father (at my mother’s behest!) often brought scrolls of Roman writing that I had to study with my Egyptian tutor.

He was a fastidious teacher and would often say to me: “No! Not that way! A Roman would say it thus.” And then his voice and manners would change; he would draw himself up and his speech would become deep and sonorous. Then it would be my turn, and I would imitate his performance. It was like a game, and I delighted in it, taking to it as a spark to the tinder!

Mamek was thus my mentor and daily companion, and it was therefore unsurprising that my mother had ordered me to walk with him and help him in his unaccustomed duty. He was in charge of the immediate family’s baggage wagon; this was small and quite light, carrying carefully packed clothing and personal items – toiletries, jewellery, brushes, mirrors, and the like. It required only one horse and that had been specially selected, being the most docile and compliant in the stables and, although slow, it was strong.

So, on that day, we were not at our usual studies but were undertaking this unwelcome and unfamiliar stint of manual labour – leading the horse. Not an onerous job but, in the rain and the wind, not always a pleasant one and Mamek was never one to bear his suffering in silence. He had wrapped himself up very thoroughly with a great floppy hat, two heavy woollen cloaks, two linen shirts, soft leather britches (that he would normally abhor!) and knee-high boots.

“The cold! And it is not yet full winter. We breakfast in the dark, we work under these grey skies, and it is dark again before we are done! The gods look to me! I cannot live another such season here!” Usually, he conversed with me in Latin or Greek, sometimes even Egyptian, but today he spoke the common tongue, though sprinkled frequently with foreign words.

“Now Mamek! It is not so bad.” I pointed ahead. “And we are nearly there!”

“Cal. Talk to your father for me. I will work for him in Gaul.” He pulled on the bridle, leading the horse so that the wagon would avoid a particularly large rock. “Ah! Ah!” A great spray of icy water splashed off the wagon’s wheels, some of it spattering his face. I laughed.

“Mamek, why should you wish to go to Gaul? You have said that the Roman men will kill you if they find you again.” Indeed, he had told me often that Isis had led him to my father’s ship as he fled from the legions after their treasure chest had been found short and fingers had been pointed at him. It seems that from the time of the great Julius Caesar, many
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