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What, then, consoles us

in this human society full of calamities,

but the unfeigned faith and mutual love

of true and good friends?

— Augustine, City of God, AD 426
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MONASTERY

TRIAN’S STOMACH GROWLS. He’s not twenty yet, still growing, and always hungry.

The first fast-day after Easter, and the hall is crammed with more than thirty monks and their Abbot, as well as the families who serve them and work the land. Even the Abbess is here, though not her nuns, who dine in their quarters at the other end of the double monastery. Also half a dozen strangers, come to Cluain Mhic Nóis to study with one of the celebrated teachers, or for a few months or weeks of respite from the grasping world.

The Abbot’s led the congregation in saying grace in Latin, and is eating already. Trian gestures to his neighbour to help himself to roast swan and onions from their platter. Then Trian spoons what’s left onto his own trencher. He makes himself chew slowly, and rations out his ale in sips. The rich meat’s gone down all too soon, and then he lets himself eat half the round of three-day-old bread, saturated with savoury juice.

His red-faced neighbour downs another cup of ale, belches, and looks sideways at Trian’s remaining bread.

Trian pushes it towards him. Sits still and tells himself that he’s had enough, Deo gratias, thank God.

Chatter, argument, laughter; the hubbub of Gaelic rises and fills the hall like smoke. Out of the corner of his eye Trian catches a shape looming in the doorway: the stranger called Artt, who walks along the wall now, away from the Abbot’s table, and lowers himself onto a bench at the back of the hall.

Trian’s fascinated. This Artt has the bearing of a warrior king, but he behaves like a scrupulous monk working out a long penance. It’s been a fortnight since Trian took the boat across the river to ferry this man over to the monastery, carried Artt’s meagre possessions to the guest hut, washed his broad feet (cracked nails, a sign of hard travels), and brought him food, and Trian hasn’t dared address a word to him yet.

Of course the monks have shared every scrap of information and hearsay. Scholar, priest, hermit, Artt is the most famous visitor to Cluain Mhic Nóis in the six years Trian’s been here, and possibly in the half century since its founding. From a clan of judges in the West, fostered out to a holy man at the age of seven — as soon as Artt knew more than his master, he sought out another, and another, but outshone them all. Now in his prime, familiar with many tongues, the sage is said to have read every book written, and has copied out dozens. Artt can work complex sums in his mind and chart the tracks of the stars. One of the band of solitaries who’ve been carrying the light of the Gospel from Ireland across a pagan-gripped continent, this soldier for Christ has converted whole tribes among the Picts, the Franks, even the Lombards.

Still, Artt looks to Trian as fresh as if he’s just returned from the Land of Youth. Brown-haired, grey-eyed, the man is as brawny as some hero who can toss with one hand a boulder twice the size of his head. Artt’s single blemish — the blackened stump of the little finger on his massive right hand — is rumoured to be a mark of God’s favour: proof that he’s done the impossible by surviving the plague.

Now Artt is sitting with his trencher dry in front of him, shaking his head no matter what he’s offered. As Trian watches, Artt breaks off a piece of the bread and chews it. He ignores the ale flasks and fills his beaker with water.

At the top of the hall, a monk is speaking into the Abbot’s right ear, their eyes on the honoured guest as the boy refills their cups with wine.

The Abbot smacks the table. When the noise quietens, he calls out, ‘Brother Artt, are none of our dishes to your taste?’

Artt answers in his deep, melodious voice. ‘Thank you, Father. I keep the fast.’

‘As do we all, every week, to mark the day our Lord Christ was put to death.’ The Abbot smiles stiffly at the heaped remains on his platter. ‘Don’t waterfowl count as fish, since they feed only on fish and weeds?’

Artt’s sharply incised lips press together. ‘By custom more than by logic.’

Too little air in this stifling hall. Trian feels sick, thinking of how greedily he gulped down his own portion of swan, and still longs for more.

The Abbot’s flushed now. ‘Will you take eggs or cheese, then?’

Artt sips his water while the whole community waits. ‘No thank you.’ The silence stretches. ‘Nor butter, milk, nor whey. Whatever comes out of an animal is of the same nature as its flesh.’

The Abbot’s jowly face shuts tight.

If one of Trian’s brother monks said such a thing, it would be insubordination and earn a beating. But this Artt is a living saint, and can’t be wrong, can he?

Then is the Abbot wrong about the rules of fasting?

But for Trian to judge his own master would be disobedience, so he’d better turn his thoughts aside this minute.

Maybe Artt’s come among them to stir up their souls, he tells himself; to inspire them to live more cleanly.

The Abbot gestures almost violently to Cormac, a few places away from Trian: ‘Entertain us, Brothers.’

The humped old monk is on his feet at once, lyre in hand, and nodding to the other musicians. Trian’s already pulling his pipe out of the narrow bag that hangs from his belt. They all hasten around the tables into the middle of the hall, blocking the Abbot’s view of his guest. They wait for Cormac to pick a tune — something familiar and cheerful — then hurry to find their unison.

[image: ]
Hours later, Artt lurches out of sleep. He finds himself on his feet, one hand pressed against the wattle wall. The other visitors are still snoring, but his heart is going so hard he feels he’ll never sleep again. His dream, so close he can taste the salt on his lips.

He throws on his sheepskin cloak over his nightshirt. He remembers to get the little roll of painted linen out of his satchel before he leaves the hut.

Halfway between Nocturns and Vigil, Artt would say by the way the fat moon sits on the tips of the yews guarding the church. He turns the other way, seeking out the Abbot’s quarters. It’s the most handsome building after the church — all in wood, with a carved lintel. When Artt bangs on the door, a yawning servant comes to turn him away.

‘I’m aware it’s the middle of the night. Rouse your master.’

The groggy whimper of a child, several rooms back; a light voice, protesting. Artt steps to one side, for fear of laying eyes on the woman in her nightclothes. It’s not strictly against the laws of the Church for an Abbot to have a wife — Better to marry than burn in lust, the apostle Paul conceded — but it disgusts Artt. Like most abbots, this one comes from the clan that gave these lands, so clearly his concern is to maintain his kin’s grazing rights as much as to govern his monastery. Artt believes monks should be ruled by one committed to the way of Christ, who spends his days praying, fasting, and working, and his nights alone.

Wrapped up in furs, rubbing his swollen lids with a hand that’s never done manual labour, the Abbot appears in the doorway, holding up a taper.

Artt cuts off the tetchy greeting. ‘Father, I have had a dream.’

‘Couldn’t you tell me about it in the morning?’

‘A vision,’ he clarifies. ‘An island in the sea. I saw myself there. As if I were a bird or an angel, looking down on the three of us.’

‘Three?’

‘I was with an old monk, and a young one.’ The Abbot shows no sign of understanding him. ‘The dream is an instruction to withdraw from the world. To set out on pilgrimage with two companions, find this island, and found a monastic retreat.’

The Abbot’s mouth opens and shuts, a fish gasping. ‘Artt, Brother — ’

Through his teeth: ‘I saw it. I was there.’

‘On this, ah, island? Which is . . . where, do you believe?’ ‘Far away, in the western ocean. Away from everything.’ Artt holds up the map in his hand, and lets the linen unroll. The letters hibernia float beside the jagged silhouette that resembles an oak leaf or a wolfskin.

The Abbot peers at it, bringing his flame close. ‘Where’s our abbey of Cluain Mhic Nóis?’

Is he ignorant, or are his eyes weak? ‘Here, in the very middle of the country, halfway down the Sionan, our greatest river.’ Artt points to the heartland. ‘Our men of God who go into the wild places — since there are no deserts in our Hibernia, of course, many establish houses in forests or glens, or on lake islands.’

‘Indeed, isn’t Ireland a byword for such holy hermitages?’ His host’s smug tone sticks in Artt’s craw. Standing there swaddled in embroidered linen, reeking of Gaulish wine. How many times the Abbot must have recited Christ’s call — Sell all you have, give it to the poor and follow me — without ever hearing it.

But Artt hasn’t come here in the middle of the night to preach to the Abbot, only to get his permission. He pushes on. ‘Those who hate the world most have to go even farther to escape its seductions, right out to sea.’ He moves his finger to the right. ‘See, in the waters between us and Albion? Blessed Nessán and Colm Cille each landed on his allotted rock there.’

The Abbot nods at the familiar names.

‘Then this large island off our north coast,’ touching a dot on the map, ‘sainted Comgall’s claimed that one for God. But it is in the great ocean on our western side that the water’s most richly seeded with refuges.’ Artt taps to the left of Hibernia with one nail. ‘The blessed Ríoch discovered his here, for instance, and Macdara to the south of him. Farther south again, holy Éanna, Brecan, Senán and Caomhán — they set up their monasteries among the isles of Aran, like beacons on the frontier of Christendom, manned only by the best fighters, keeping the devil out by the power of prayer.’ Artt’s finger slides down that coast. ‘For all my researches, I haven’t yet learned of any monks south of there,’ he admits. ‘But there must be more islands that way. Empty ones, even less tainted by the world’s breath. That’s where I’m to go, with one old monk and one young one, and the message of my dream tonight is that I must waste no time.’

The plump lips purse. ‘Three men — that’s few, Brother. Twelve would be more usual, like the apostles. When holy Ciarán settled on the site of what would become this blessed foundation’ — the Abbot gestures grandly at church, hall, library, scriptorium, dormitories, workshops, shelters for livestock — ‘he had eight with him.’

Stone-faced, Artt quotes the Lord: ‘Where two or three gather in my name, I am there.’

A small sigh. ‘In your dream — did you recognise this pair of monks?’

He nods. ‘The first was the hunched fellow with the dented head, who played the lyre tonight.’ Artt’s seen him all over Cluain Mhic Nóis, doing repairs, tending the plots, slow-moving but dogged.

The Abbot’s mouth turns down in surprise. ‘Cormac? He was a late convert. Nobody knows his years.’

‘A pious man?’

‘For all I know.’

But the Abbott should know; a master is supposed to look into the naked hearts of his men.

‘He can certainly turn his hand to anything. I suppose he’d be useful to you.’

Artt wonders cynically if the Abbot will be less willing to spare him a monk with a life’s worth of work left in him. ‘Also the gangly, red-haired one, the piper.’

‘Oh, Trian? He’s a strange boy all right.’

In the guest hut, Artt has watched this Trian rush to meet needs before they’re mentioned. Earnest-looking, not one of those messers with their shoves and jokes. A ciotóg, of course, an awkward left-hander; some call that trait the devil’s mark, but Artt doesn’t blame the young man for his misfortune. He noticed that Trian ate only half his trencher tonight, giving the rest to the fat fellow beside him. ‘Strange how?’

‘Hard to say. Nothing bad,’ the Abbot assures him. ‘A bit of a daydreamer.’

But Artt has to trust his heaven-sent vision.

The Abbot puts his head on one side. ‘For such an uncertain voyage, wouldn’t you be better off choosing strong, seasoned men of middle years?’

His anxiety sounds genuine. But would he really be ready to give up such men? Besides, the decision is not Artt’s. ‘It’s God who’s chosen these two.’

‘And if they refuse? I must tell you, I won’t compel any of my sworn monks to leave.’

They won’t refuse. Artt knows it in his bones.
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As the monks in the church sing Vigil, later that night, Cormac sways. Vigil’s the hardest of the six holy hours, for him; the rags of sleep cling to his legs, his tongue, his mind. He takes a big breath of the rich beeswax scent and straightens up.

His shoulder twitches; he glances down at the seam and picks out a louse. When Cormac first came to Cluain Mhic Nóis he found himself scratching all the time, and tried various preventives to keep the pests out of his bedding and clothes. Gradually he came to understand it as part of monastic life, like the bells. God’s messengers, some of the brethren call the lice; once you make your peace with them, the bites hardly itch.

Cormac feels watched, somehow.

Across the golden pool of light from the candelabra, their famous guest has a hawk’s gaze fixed on Cormac.

He drops his eyes. What awful error could he have made, to draw down on himself the attention of this extraordinary man? Maybe it’s just his almost-bald, bockedy skull; strangers often stare. He buries himself in the prayer.

When Vigil’s over, they all file out, yawning, under a sky still diamonded with stars. Cormac heads towards the cell he shares with just one other old-timer, looking forward to the luxury of his straw-and-chaff pallet, sheets and blanket and pillow, a few more hours of sleep before dawn.

A heavy hand grasps his shoulder. The holy man.

There’s no doubt in Artt’s bass, sonorous tones, only authority, and an urgency that speeds Cormac’s pulse. He begins as if taking up a previous conversation. ‘In our country, Brother, lovers of Christ have been called not to the red martyrdom of violent death so many on the Continent of Europe have endured, but to the pale martyrdom of world-renouncing.’

Cormac nods helplessly. Why is the visitor preaching arcanely, to him alone, in the middle of the night?

‘The fact is, Cluain Mhic Nóis has lost its way.’

He flinches, to hear that put so baldly.

Artt’s wave takes in the starlit grounds all the way to the palisade that rings them. ‘This monastery has sat on rich land so long, safe from starvation and raiders, that its brethren have lowered the shield of perpetual prayer. Greed has crept in, and laziness, and spite, and lust.’

Cormac can’t deny a word of that. He’s seen monks come to blows, and suspected some of fornicating with the women or each other. But the thing is, he has lived so many years that the varieties of human weakness have lost their power to shock him.

‘Will you leave this place behind and come with me, Brother?’

The question makes Cormac stare.

‘Sail to the west in search of a far haven where we can live purely,’ Artt asks, ‘working and giving glory to our Maker?’

Picked for such a mission, at Cormac’s age?

Then again, he remembers, the most celebrated of travellers, holy Breandán, lived past ninety, and voyaged till the very end.

Cormac hasn’t felt discontented at Cluain Mhic Nóis, only bored, on occasion. He’s assumed this is the effect of a routine, undemanding life. Or of old age itself; a certain slackness in the rope. Suddenly to be invited to join a brave band venturing into unknown waters . . . He tries to speak, but finds his throat too dry.

Artt’s voice goes deeper: ‘What I must know is, are you strong enough in faith?’

He hasn’t asked if Cormac wants this. More a command, then, like that of Jesus to the fishermen: Come, follow me.

Cormac swallows. It doesn’t occur to him to refuse. ‘I think so.’ Then, more firmly: ‘I believe so. I’m tough old meat.’

A rare smile lights Artt’s face like the moon through cloud.

Excitement prickles in Cormac’s soles.

‘Your Abbot tells me you were baptised only fifteen years back.’

He nods, sheepish; he was a wizened apple among the harvest offerings. ‘Before that I worked our kin’s land.’ He gives himself a moment to find the words. ‘I had a wife and three children by her. The next time the plague came, I lost them all.’ He glimpses the tangle of those small limbs, creamy skin spotted blue-black. Their daughter had just taken her first steps.

‘But you survived.’

‘It so happened the infection never touched me.’ After that he hung around as an uncle to his brothers’ children, a ghost at the feast.

‘Don’t credit happenstance,’ Artt rebukes him. ‘God in his wisdom saw fit to spare you, so you could come to Christ.’

‘That happened only many years later,’ Cormac admits, ‘and by accident.’

One thick eyebrow jumps.

Cormac’s fingers go up to the little crater above his left ear. ‘A slingstone stove my head in.’

‘In battle?’

That seems too grand a word for it. ‘Well, we were disputing with another clan. The blow sent me out of my senses. But my brother’s wife had heard the Christians had strong medicine’ — he almost said magic — ‘so my people brought me to Cluain Mhic Nóis. A monk called Fiach, he saved me.’ Gone now, along with most of the folk Cormac’s ever known, all his elders and many far younger.

‘How?’ Artt asks.

‘Cut the scalp and peeled me like an apple. With a hand drill he bored holes until the smashed piece came right off. Then he sewed the skin back over the hole, and poulticed me with herbs, and prayed till my fever broke.’

‘You were quite well again?’

‘Better than before, in fact, Deo gratias.’ Cormac makes a cross on his forehead. ‘Wits a bit sharper and memory roomier.’

‘See what the Lord can accomplish? I was a stone lying in the deep mud,’ Artt intones, ‘and he who is mighty came and in his mercy lifted me up.’

Cormac nods. ‘I told this Fiach I owed him my life, but he said he was Christ’s bondman, so now I too belonged to Christ. I was baptised and taught to read, and took vows.’ He remembers sending word to his kin to divide up his fields and cattle.

‘You were preserved so you could join my pilgrimage,’ Artt insists.

Might all that’s happened to Cormac have been leading to this? ‘May I ask . . . why would you want me?’ He glances down at his gnarled knuckles, the pearl swellings around his fingernails. ‘I had skills and powers in my prime, but these days — ’

Artt cuts him off. ‘I care nothing for your skills or powers.’

Cormac looks away, embarrassed.

‘God put you in my dream.’

That disconcerts him. ‘And how many of us do you mean to bring?’

‘Two.’

It hits Cormac then, the full honour of it. In the twilight of his days, he has heard the call to arms; his Lord has need of him.
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The rising sun’s sharp in Trian’s eyes as he stands outside the hut he shares with three other young monks. He’s still in his nightshirt; the knock at the door has roused them early. Pulse pounding, so he can hardly make out the holy man’s words. ‘I was . . . in your dream?’

Artt nods, impatient. ‘Ours will be a sacred wandering.’

A chance for Trian to trade his mundane existence for an adventure, like a heroic deed out of a song.

‘Then, once we find the island,’ Artt warns, ‘it will be a hard life.’

‘That’ll suit me,’ Trian manages to get out.

Artt squeezes his shoulder till it almost hurts. ‘A small brotherhood — you and I and Brother Cormac — but mighty in faith.’

Cormac? Trian’s startled only because of the monk’s age. They’ve played music together for years, rarely exchanging a word. Cormac is a fount of lore, of course, and skilled at gardening and building, whereas Trian is unaware of possessing any special talents. Ungainly and odd, and he knows it; knowing doesn’t help it.

‘Did you grow up on the river?’ Artt asks.

‘At the sea’ — he gestures east — ‘many days from here.’ ‘You’ve no family, I understand.’

‘My parents gave me to Cluain Mhic Nóis when I was thirteen.’

‘In payment of a debt?’

Trian shrugs; no one ever said so.

‘Jesus told his followers to hate their own fathers and mothers, wives and children,’ Artt remarks. ‘You are already free and clear of those ties.’

Trian frowns, trying to call up the faces of his father, mother, brothers, sisters. Need he go so far as to hate them, since he’s almost forgotten them? There was a time he did miss them sorely, but over six years they’ve receded to the far back of his mind. He imagines it is the same for them. He tries to remember the words his mother said at the gate, before handing him over. ‘They thought I’d be safe here. My soul, I suppose they meant.’

Artt puffs his breath. ‘A safety of the body only. This place is riddled with sin, as a book with worm tunnels.’

Trian looks down, mortified.

‘I’ve caught a whiff of the same rot in even more-celebrated abbeys,’ Artt tells him. ‘Monkish life is one long war against the devil. And when dozens of men live together . . . well, where better for wolves to hide than in a great flock of sheep?’

Trian broods over the times he’s seen the rules broken but turned a blind eye. He’s never felt it his place to cast blame; just kept his head down and worked harder.

‘Well, I mean to pull you out of this mire,’ Artt says. ‘A couple of brethren, that’s all the fellowship a man needs. Besides, three is the most sacred number.’ Putting his thumb to the third finger of his left hand so the other three are left standing: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, threefold God.

Trian stares at the dark stub on Artt’s other hand, living proof that this man can survive all trials. A confessional impulse opens his throat. ‘Thank you. A thousand thanks. But I must warn you, I am not worthy.’

Those bright grey eyes narrow. ‘Brother, which of us is worthy? We all stink of sin.’

Trian blinks.

‘What matters is, we three have been chosen.’
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Four days later, on a cloudy spring morning, Artt carries an ironbound wooden chest down to the riverbank where the narrow boat waits.

Curled up at bow and stern, this craft — the larger of the monastery’s two — is the length of two men. Like a frail tent inverted in the water, it strikes him; nothing more solid than a dozen oxhides bark-tanned, puzzled together over an ash-wood skeleton and pulled drum-tight with leather thongs. The vessel has been freshly curried with wool grease to keep out the water, the joins pasted with pine pitch one last time. Artt takes it as a sign that the single mast in its socket and the flat yard with its sail furled make the shape of the cross on which Jesus was nailed. Christus, he murmurs silently, Christus, Christus.

Their cowled, unbleached robes hitched up to their knees, Cormac and Trian are packing the boat. Artt takes off his shoes and wades into the cool water to help. He glimpses the whole party as if from a vertiginous height. Himself, brown hair still unsilvered; one bent man with only strings of grey hair; one bony redhead. Beards freshly cropped; long hair tied back at the nape and tonsured at the crown in a triangle (strongest of forms, sign of the Holy Trinity).

Right where the mast meets the hull sits the grooved anchor stone, wrapped about with thorny branches for added traction and attached to the gunnel by coils of nettle rope. Beside it the old monk and the young one are putting the heaviest things: three yew buckets; a stack of earthenware crocks set into an iron cooking pot; a wicker creel crammed with griddle, tripod and hook, chisels and hammers. But the grassy bank is still covered in baggage.

‘Brothers,’ Artt objects, ‘if we bring all this, we’ll founder at the first hard wind.’ And deserve it, for their greed. ‘We don’t need half of it. Here, let’s start by putting the holy chest in the very middle.’ He makes room and sets it against the base of the mast. ‘It holds all I’ll require to celebrate Mass, as well as two codices — my own work — with supplies to make more.’

The figure stuns them: two whole books, out of the dozen or so that hang in satchels on the library’s pegs. ‘The Abbot has been generous,’ Cormac murmurs.

Artt juts out his chin. ‘Ah, but when we set up our outpost of prayer in the ocean, the copies we produce will increase the honour of this monastery and the whole Church, as saplings glorify the tree from which their seeds blew.’ He passes Trian a tiny leather flask. ‘Holy water, blessed by the Pope in Rome — this will guard our boat from danger.’

Trian kisses it and tucks it under the bow.

Artt scans the litter of goods. ‘Now, what’s that great roll?’

‘Hides for mending the hull if it were to get holed,’ Cormac says.

‘One will do, surely?’

Trian hesitates. ‘In case of spreading rot . . . ’

‘Hold on, here’s more.’ Artt points at another roll.

‘That’s our spare sail, in case the wind were to rip the first.’ ‘Then we’ll bring the spare instead of the three hides,’ Artt decides, ‘and cut patches from its edge if needed. If our hull moulders and our sail tears, it’ll be a sign to halt our journey and settle there.’

Without a word, Trian heaves the other skins back onto the bank.

Artt unrolls the spare sail and folds it into a great square to lay flat over the laths at the bow end. Behind the mast he stacks charcoal, candles, oats, and wheat flour for Communion bread, all in linen sacks waxed to keep out water. ‘Now, absolute necessities only.’

‘Food for the journey, and water.’ Trian holds up a basket and three goatskin flasks.

‘Seeds and herbs.’ Cormac shows a small wooden box.

‘Of course. But what can we do without?’

The old man discards their whetstones, and also the scrapers for defleshing skins, as the monks can fashion stones as they go. But he argues for a spade (ash, tipped with iron) and a mason’s dividers and L-shaped square.

Artt throws a crowbar back onto the bank. Cormac points out that if they lever rocks with the spade, it could crack in two. Artt can’t know what conditions they’ll face on their island, so he allows the crowbar. But he says no to the rest of the ironmongery: billhook for brush-clearing, pitchfork, trowel, spring shears. He tosses half a dozen pegs back, then decides they may be needed for attaching pulleys for heavy lifting, and wades around to pick them up again. He rejects a fishing spear — can’t the monks sharpen branches, as required? — but allows nets.

‘We could leave this big axe,’ Trian offers.

Cormac grimaces. ‘For felling trees, though — ’

‘Won’t the small hatchet do us?’

True, if the arm’s strong enough and works long enough. Artt nods approval. He challenges the older monk: ‘Brother Cormac, what else?’

Cormac squints around. ‘We could share one spare set of clothes, maybe — not likely we’ll all get soiled or soaked at the same time?’

‘Excellent.’ Artt casts the other robes and shoes onto the bank. Similarly, he decides that one set of fire-starting gear will do. ‘The blankets?’ Trian suggests. ‘Our cloaks could serve to cover us.’

‘That’s the spirit.’

The young monk is jettisoning items as if they burn his fingers now: a flask of whey, a skin of ale, three leather mugs, a chopping board.

Artt finds a jar of honey to put back, and another of pickled cabbage. But the pile around the mast still seems too high. ‘What’s in this bag?’

‘My lyre.’ Cormac corrects himself, ‘I mean, the Abbot’s entrusted it to me.’

Artt weighs up the matter. ‘I’m not one of those zealots who believes the sound of instruments to be sensual or barbaric. But what I would say is, we’ll need nothing but our own mouths to make music. Plainchant is so pure, it flies directly to God’s ears.’

He notices Trian bite his lip, and readies for the first hint of insubordination. But no, the young man’s stepping over to lay a slim pipe with the other discards.

Here comes the Abbot in his vestments of white striped vertically with purple, flanked by his favourite advisers. With every second step he leans on a crozier with a hook of riddled ivory — more like a king’s mace, it strikes Artt, than the humble crook of a shepherd of souls.

Artt steps up onto the bank with the two monks behind him. He guesses the Abbot’s relieved at the prospect of seeing the back of this troublesome guest, for all it’s costing the monastery.

‘Still barely half-packed, I see,’ the Abbot calls.

‘No, it’s done. The rest you may take back, with my thanks.’

He’s gratified by the Abbot’s surprise.

‘Your austerity puts us to shame.’ Doubtfully: ‘You’re still fixed in your purpose?’

‘Quite fixed.’

‘And you, Brothers?’

Artt’s eyes move between the two monks, who nod.

‘There can be no turning back,’ the Abbot warns them.

Is that true concern for their welfare, Artt wonders? Or does this man not understand that no one turns back from a sacred mission?

‘Amen,’ Cormac says gruffly.

‘Amen,’ Trian echoes.

‘Well, then. I release you from your vows.’

Despite his muddy feet and his wet-edged robe, Artt matches the Abbot’s formality: ‘Brothers, will you now pledge yourselves to me?’

The two drop to their knees on the soft ground, Cormac more heavily.

‘For the second time in your lives, do you vow poverty?’ They say it in unison: ‘I vow, Father.’

‘Again, do you vow chastity?’

‘I vow.’

‘And will you swear fealty and obedience to me?’

‘I vow.’

The men sound out that new promise with as much conviction as the familiar ones, even though five days ago Artt hadn’t yet spoken to either. He lifts them up. He kisses the old monk’s whiskery mouth, the youth’s soft one.

‘Monks should be steady as rock, and humble as slaves,’ the Abbot intones sanctimoniously. ‘Cleave to your new Superior, your Father and soul-friend, your Abbot for the rest of your days.’

Artt finds he balks at the title of Abbot; it smacks of land-deeds, somehow, fur robes and roast swan. ‘I believe I’ll be their Prior instead. First among equals.’

Cormac and Trian exchange an uncertain glance. The younger asks, ‘May we call you Father, though?’

An odd shiver of delight. ‘Of course.’

‘Thank you, Father.’

‘Thank you, Father.’

It’s the first time Artt’s ever been addressed that way.

Other monks have trickled down to the Sionan now, in ones and twos. He notices some fond smiles and bows of farewell. Cormac’s embracing many of the monks. ‘Brother Conall, Brother Lugaid! Brother Ercc, would you give me your blessing?’ Several of them are weeping to see him go. Trian hangs back, but does bow to several.

Among this crowd, Artt supposes some must be gripped by envy, wondering what can have marked out the concave-skulled ancient and the gawky youth as fit candidates for such an honour. Others may be weighed down by a purer longing to join in this pilgrimage. Abler men than Trian and Cormac, for all Artt knows, better men perhaps; why didn’t any of them appear in his dream?

But he must trust what was shown to him. The last will be first, he tells himself. Blessed are the humble, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven. It is too late for doubts now, and besides, three is the holiest number, even were there room for a fourth in the crammed boat.

A beam of sun spears through the clouds; several monks murmur and remark on that as a sign of divine favour.

The Abbot leans on his crozier. Waiting for further thanks? True, the man has surrendered some of his most valuable goods, as well as two monks. But it’s God who has asked it, after all; God who’s given a flawed leader a chance to back this holiest of ventures, and (as the Gospel puts it) lay up treasure for himself in heaven that no moths or rust can eat. So all Artt says is, ‘Ready.’

The three take up their walking staffs — those of the monks plain blackthorns, simply curved at the top, Artt’s topped with a T-shaped bronze cross.

‘Well, go in peace.’ The Abbot sighs the words.

(Is that worry in his voice, Artt wonders? Or envy?)

‘Bring glory to our Mother Church.’ Raising his crozier, the Abbot dedicates the boat, the journey, and the men to Christ. Behind him, dozens of voices rise in a psalm.

Artt steps down into the water and over the side of the hull, Cormac after him. Trian gives the boat a great shove off the bank before he gets in.




RIVER

HOURS LATER, CORMAC kneels facing backwards, gripping a narrow oar. Even with their reduced load, the shallow craft is so weighed down that its sides rise only a foot above the water.

Cormac’s heard of boat sickness, but never knew it could rack a man so fast and so hard, like a malign spell cast by the motion of the river. The reek of wool grease and pine pitch isn’t helping. Reaching dizzily for the nearest goatskin, Cormac takes a sip of water, then drives the wooden stopper back in with the heel of his hand. He rows on, his knees numb where they press on the slats. He swallows hard, breathes through his nose. But his throat emits small noises in spite of himself, and twice he has to thrust his head over the side to spew up his breakfast. Each time he begs pardon of his brethren.

On the other side of the bow, Trian’s pivoting his oar with much more precision and power than Cormac. Of course, the young monk’s well used to taking this boat up and down the Sionan, trading for the monastery. From the small bench in the stern, Artt — no, Cormac reminds himself, their Prior now — commands the steering oar, staring past his monks at what lies ahead. The slow but steady current is doing much of the work, sliding them south.

But how long will it take to get down the river to its mouth? Then how long at sea? How many days of this racking nausea?

The third time, when Cormac gags, all that comes out is a string of silver, as delicate as a spider’s web.

‘Should you lie down, maybe, Brother, and shut your eyes?’ Trian suggests.

Through clamped teeth: ‘I’ll be all right.’

The Prior rises to his feet, and the boat wobbles. ‘I’ve seen stronger men laid low for days, Brother. You’re no good to us like this. Give me your oar.’

Cormac swallows sour humiliation.

Great frame bent low, the Prior steps around the sacks, making sure to stay on the laths so his feet won’t hole the boat’s hide.

Cormac ships his oar, and ducks out of the way.

‘Sit in the middle, now,’ the Prior orders.

So he hauls up his robe till it billows above his roped waist, and clambers past the stools, the creel, the cauldron full of crocks. He huddles on the piled dry goods, digging his fingers into the waxy sackcloth. He crosses his legs under him and leans leadenly against the mast.

To distract himself, he watches Trian’s propelling strokes piercing the water in the shadow of the hull. Under the faint red beard, Cormac can still see the pimpled boy. Limbs too long for his body, spindly as willows; elbows and knees given to bending too far back.

Now that the Prior’s taken up Cormac’s oar and the boat’s speeding along, no one is in the stern to steer her. Sick or not, Cormac should at least keep an eye out for hazards — mudbanks, logs, whirlpools, rocks, or rapids. If the boat were to capsize, they’d all drown. Also Cormac really should be scanning the banks for hostiles. He’s lived behind the stockade of Cluain Mhic Nóis for so long, he’s forgotten what it’s like to roam through strange territory.

He squints hard at the water ahead, then at the land on both sides. But he’s realising on this journey that his sight’s not what it used to be. Mostly he sees gorse, to north and south, vast sheets of the prickly stuff blooming butter-yellow already. The occasional silhouette of a farm defended by a round ditch and fence or blackthorn hedge. A blur in the distance must be a man with an ox ploughing crisscross, dragging a wooden spike to break up the winter-clogged soil; Cormac remembers doing that, how his forearms shook from the strain.

After a while, another fellow, riding, and leading one — no, two — packhorses. Cormac’s never been on a horse. He imagines how lofty it might feel, and precarious. He wonders whether it’s harder for a wellborn man such as the Prior to vow poverty; how rough a woollen robe must feel to smooth fingers. But their new master seems zealous for all hardships, as if dearth is sweet to him.

Jaw clenched, Cormac can’t stop himself from retching again. Nothing comes.

‘Try fixing your gaze on the horizon, Brother,’ Trian offers under his breath.

The Prior’s voice booms: ‘Have you always had this weakness?’

‘I . . . have never been in a boat,’ Cormac admits.

Trian gapes at that. ‘But you’ve lived so long. Been to battle, even, I heard.’

‘I walked, that time,’ Cormac tells him wryly, ‘and got a javelin through me, so my kin had to bring me home on an ox-cart.’ Touching his waist, where his skin bears two puckers still. Beside him on the cart, in a tangle of guts, his third brother had died sometime along the way. That’s twice Cormac’s life should by rights have ended: the slingstone above his ear and the javelin in his side. Three times, if he counts the plague that took his wife and children.

The Prior tips his face back to reckon the dazzling point of white in the clouds. ‘Noon.’

Time to recite the holy hour of Sext.

The Prior lifts his oar into the boat and lays it down. On the other side Trian does the same, and jerks his head from side to side to relieve the muscles of his neck with loud creaks.

Cormac realises the Prior doesn’t intend to moor; drifting south on the current, this trembling vessel is their chapel now. Though he longs to get off it and be still, even for half an hour, he says nothing.

The Prior unbuckles the pouch on his
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