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    1 
 
      
 
    Sacrifice 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He cleared the altar and signalled for the gift. The two servers brought the pure, holy body, laid it carefully on the altar and assumed positions at either end. A third held the chalice for the blood. He put his hands over the offering, closed his eyes, tilted his head back and silently recited the prayer. He spread his hands, palm upwards, and turned towards the circle of his followers. He dropped his eyes to the ground and spoke. 
 
      
 
    “This is our body which we give up to you.” They repeated after him. One of the servers rang the bell and he knelt, bending his head in concentration and silent invocation. 
 
      
 
    He stood and reached for the scabbard. He raised it above his head in both hands and pulled the curved knife clear. The server rang the bell again and the circle knelt and bowed their heads. He turned back to the sacrifice on the altar, brought the knife down and cut straight into the body at the base of the ribcage. The child - a boy: young, unsullied and perfect - jerked in spasm and tried to curl away but the servers had him held secure. He slashed down to the groin then reached with his left hand into the wound and felt up under the ribs until he found the heart. He inserted the knife into the wound and quickly, but carefully, cut the veins and tissue away and pulled the heart free. It fitted easily into his palm. 
 
      
 
    He put the knife down and showed it to the boy, whose blood had flowed out of the gaping gash down his stomach. Before he died he managed a small whimper. The priest raised the dripping lump of flesh high above his head, holding it in both hands. The bell rang again and the heads of the kneeling congregation bowed and raised again. The heart still pumped a little, spasmodically. Their chants rose higher and the heart gave out one final, convulsive heave. A gout of blood shot out and splashed onto the child’s body, which might have twitched a couple of times. The servers turned it over and the third collected the ebbing blood where the central channel emptied at the end of the altar. 
 
      
 
    The priest brought the heart down to his mouth and bit deeply into it. Power started to flow through him like fire as he chewed and swallowed and bit again. It gained in intensity and his hunger for it was so great he forced the rest into his mouth, chewed perfunctorily and swallowed it almost whole. He was filled with terrible glee. His own blood burned in his veins. He was trembling with power but he knelt again and managed to offer the prayer though his brain was on fire and he turned eagerly to the server who handed him the chalice, now filled with the victim’s blood. 
 
      
 
    He snatched it out of the acolyte’s hands then raised the cup above his head, as he had done with the heart. His hands were shaking and a couple of drops spilled onto his upturned face. The bell rang and a sigh went out and round the circle in a great release but he was not done yet.  
 
      
 
    He drank eagerly and some blood spilled round his mouth and down his jaw and some drops fell to the ground which responded with two great booms! As he drank, the Power collected itself within him, curled, gathered and then sprung like a torrent throughout his body. It raged through every fibre, every muscle, every vein, every hair, every pore, every cell and burst through his skin to burn him with its strength, with its fire, burn and burn and burn him.  
 
      
 
    Blood was spilling out of his mouth and rolling down his chin. He spread his arms wide and threw back his head and screeched an ecstatic yell of triumph. The circle looked on with awe, with terror and with horrible, consuming delight as their leader became transparent, incandescent and pulsated with the Power. His triumph was theirs. Their hearts’ desires were his to grant. They saw him transformed. He glowed and he seemed to grow. No, he didn’t grow. Something grew out of him. It took shape around him and he was enveloped in it. The eyes glowed with hunger as he surveyed the circle and all of them knew that he would take them as soon, as eagerly and as easily as he had taken their sacrifice, for he was one of them no longer: He was the God who Walked, He was the god who ruled the ancient land, He was Cromm Cruaich, Moloch, eater of souls and Master of the Pit, cast down but risen unbowed. They had burned the Wicker Man to him and they would again. They would fill it with the living bodies of their enemies and burn them to his glory. He could give and he could take away and nothing could stand before him. 
 
      
 
    He looked around the circle. He threw His head back and roared in defiance, the roar that had shaken the foundations of Heaven before the Earth was made. He sent his spirit hissing into the air looking for who would challenge him, for there could be none. He looked down on the circle, the stick figures, no more than kindling for his fire. He knew what they wanted and granted their desires with a thought. A petty advantage for this one, a woman for that one. Something lost to be found. And gold - there was always gold. They loved their gold. Some reward must be given. They asked so little and brought so much, they would never understand the bargain they made until it was sealed in their own souls and in blood. He wanted souls and he wanted blood: the blood of sacrifice, of murder and of death in battle. The sweet, warm taste of blood. He gave the vessel the Power that he wanted; the Power to See into men’s minds, to influence and to conceal, and to See the future that he decided. He went higher, higher and higher and looked out over all the land. It was dark, silent and fearful, as it should be when he walked. He grinned at the service they did him, knowing or not, the blood that flowed into the ground and would trickle down to his ever-eager maw. Who would dare to stand against him! 
 
      
 
    There were points of light in the darkness and he felt outrage. He felt fear. Only a god could throw down a god and he had looked in the face of the One who had cast him down and the sight had sent him crazed and gibbering into the darkness to join his fellows.  
 
      
 
    Some of the points of light sent weak fingers out. They touched others and coalesced into larger spots, which grew and drove the darkness back. He remembered he was in possession of the man’s body and what he thought may filter back into his mind. He turned his eyes away, so that darkness was all they saw. He threw back his head and roared again, in triumph, in defiance and in horrible delight. The light was small, and weak, and pitiful, and in the hands of these brittle weaklings! Then he returned to the earth and left the vessel with thoughts and visions that he provided, that would fill him with despair and would bind him to his god for ever. 
 
      
 
    The priest shuddered as the entity left him. He would never get used to the feeling of omnipotence and he could never get enough of it. 
 
      
 
    He tried out the Power, tentatively and then with exploding confidence. He could See again! He could See, he could See, he was no longer blind! He sent his Vision up to look over the land and into the future. 
 
      
 
    He saw wave after wave of humanity swarming over the seas to his island, swords rising and falling, rising and falling, rising and falling again and again as the invaders slaughtered his people and pushed them into the hills, into the sea and into the earth. They came again and again, wave after wave. They came in ships, more and more, then they filled the air and rained fire down on his people. The land was consumed with fire from end to end. 
 
      
 
    He would stop it. He would strengthen his kingdom and use the Power against its enemies, against those who would crush and slaughter. He would drive out the invaders, force them back into the sea and restore the land to his people, its rightful people. He would drive them back and feed their children to Cromm Cruaich. They would not go down into the dark. He would raise the greatest army the world had ever seen and sweep all before him, march triumphant to the gates of Rome itself, throw down its walls and take possession of its riches. Nothing would stand in the way of the Power. 
 
      
 
    He fainted in reaction to his possession, still with anger and despair coursing through his veins. They would not go down into the dark, they would not, they would not, they would not. 
 
      
 
    In the hidden glade in the hills of Strathclyde the circle carried the unconscious body of their leader back to his home. The empty husk of the child they had no more use for. Its soul had gone to feed their master. They carried it out through the hidden path and left it in the woods for the wolves to dispose of. In their arrogance they did not bother to conceal their passing. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
      
 
    2 
 
      
 
    Iona 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    My feet made no sound. The ground was covered in needles and I was surrounded by dark, silent trees that watched me with sombre, velvet awareness. 
 
      
 
    A light bounced and bounded slowly through the trees ahead. It was blue and it shrank as it approached until it landed at my feet and it was a ball of wool. I bent to pick it up but it rolled away ahead of me, just beyond my grasp. I took a step forward and tried again but once more it rolled away just as I thought I had my fingers on it. 
 
      
 
    Once more I tried and again it rolled away from my reach, picking up speed as it trundled down the hill. 
 
      
 
    The trees were gone. Instead there were people standing as still as statues, caught in frozen conversation. Some I recognised but could not name, some names came as easily to my lips as my own although the faces were unfamiliar.  
 
      
 
    The trees were there. The ball of wool was out of sight but it had left a trail of its yarn as it ran. It was important that I find it though I did not know why. I picked up the yarn as I went, rolling it over and over my hand until it got too big and then I rolled it end over end on my arm. I hadn’t realised there was so much. 
 
      
 
    A statue blocked the path and I tried to go round it but it was still in my way. I tried the other side and there it was again. Then knew I must look at the face and know it for what it was. I looked up and saw a crudely carved block of stone with slashes for eyes, pits for a nose and a gaping maw lined with teeth that had been so heavily soaked in blood that it was ingrained. I turned and tried to run but my legs would not carry me, they were glued to the ground, which was lush grass in a clearing. I had to face it again. I squared my shoulders, asked for courage and turned to find - the statue was a simple block of stone, shorter than I, with nothing to distinguish it from the others lying around the wide open field. The thread of wool was there and I followed it once more, winding as I went, wrapping it round my body now until I could see the ball again, bouncing merrily along the path through the bushes and down to the waterside where it gave one last skip and splashed into the lake. I wrapped the wool round and round myself as I followed. I could hardly move with the weight of it. 
 
      
 
    My eyes swung stiffly to my right and I saw a naked child run down to the water’s edge and into it, splashing after the bright blue ball that bobbed near the shore. The child barely got its ankles wet as it bent down and picked it up and turned to hand it to me as I approached with a smile. 
 
      
 
    The child smiled in return but it could not smile with its eyes for it had none. Just above its plump cheeks were two weeping, gaping gashes from which blood flowed like tears. The child’s face was covered in it, red as death and raw as winter, and the blood flowed all down its chest and soaked into the ground which was red, red, and flowed into the lake which was a sea of blood. I never knew there was so much blood in the whole World, so much there was in the lake that stretched as far as I could see and beyond what my mind could imagine and I jerked forward with a start and a screaming, searing headache gripped my temples and held my head like a vice.  
 
      
 
    “It’s just to your right, Anselm. I prepared it while you were away.” I groped for the small phial, downed the liquid in one swallow and, after a few moments, sighed with relief as the medicine worked its cure. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Padhraig, but you shouldn’t. You’re too ill to be getting up and about.” The monk lying in the simple bed tried to smile but settled for a heavy breath or two. 
 
      
 
    “It was no trouble. I know where you keep it.” There was dryness and weakness in his voice. His face was as white as bone and with an unhealthy sheen to it. I got up from my chair, rubbed my eyes and shaven forehead and ran my hand over my long, dark and slightly greying hair as I looked out at the dull steel skies of the western sea. 
 
      
 
    “What time is it?” I asked. “Has it been long?” 
 
      
 
    “I woke an hour or so ago and you were in the trance, Away, and still there when I woke again a short while since.” I allowed myself a small snort of amusement as I turned back to my friend. 
 
      
 
    “An hour at least! Maybe two! It seemed much less to me.” 
 
      
 
    “What did you See?” Padhraig asked from his bed. 
 
      
 
    “Some of it I understand, some I don’t - yet. As usual, God teases me with mysteries before showing his intent.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” Padhraig asked but then his body was shaken by a fit of coughing. It started quietly and never reached any sort of volume, but left him exhausted and breathless and with a faint trickle of thin blood at his lips. His face was covered in sweat and he breathed as deeply as he could as he tried to gain enough strength to weather the next attack. I got him a drink infused with herbs, lifted his head from the pillow and helped him to a few small sips. He lay back with a sigh. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me, I can still listen and maybe even help. Understanding doesn’t require much physical effort.” And so I did. He seemed to find the sound of my voice comforting. His breathing relaxed and the crackly threat of another attack subsided. Just as I finished there was a light knock at the door. It opened at my word. A young novice stood there, breathing heavily from a recent dash across the yard. He spoke as quietly as he could in order to give the invalid the least possible disturbance. 
 
      
 
    “Brother Anselm, the Abbott sent me. He says to come to him as soon as you can, please. Brother Roghan will be here directly to look after Brother Padhraig and I’ll stay until he gets here.” I turned to Padhraig. 
 
      
 
    “It appears I am summoned. Will you be all right?” he waved his hand weakly. 
 
      
 
    “You’d better get on. It doesn’t do to keep an Abbott waiting,” he smiled, weakly. “Tell him about your Vision. He’ll probably help, but I think your wool is unravelling already.” He closed his eyes and gained a kind of peace in a bubbling sleep. I stayed long enough to be sure that his breathing was as steady as it could be and then left to see the Abbott. I went out into a cold grey dawn with the wind whipping in off the Atlantic, scouring the rocky foreshore, bending the skinny shrubs and combing smooth the coarse-fibred machair grass. It chased me across the rocky grass of the yard to the chapel and the Abbott’s office off it. 
 
      
 
    The monastery on Iona was arranged simply, along the lines laid down by the Irish missionary Columba more than half a century before. The chapel was its heart; a low building of stone with stout thatch over, the roof being weighted down with nets and stones against the wild Atlantic storms. The altar within was indicated on the roof by a small stone cross within a circle, set to the eastern end. The chapel itself lay across the southern end of a square formed by it, the infirmary and library building on the slightly sheltered eastern side, the barn to the north which was used for the storage of food and shelter for the animals, and the monastery offices and strangers’ accommodation to the west. The resident monks’ accommodation was in small beehive shaped huts dotted around the island. In the library, novices learned the art of copying and illuminating manuscripts. If a visitor walked through the maze of storage shelves, books and manuscripts, each corner would reveal another monk, head bowed over his raised desk, painstakingly copying out a new mystery revealed in a different page of Scripture. I arrived at the Abbott’s door and entered when my soft knock was answered by a quiet word of invitation. Cunnian stood to greet me. 
 
      
 
    “Brother Abbott, you asked to see me.” 
 
      
 
    “Brother Anselm, yes. Thank you for coming so promptly. Please sit down.” When I’d done so he looked at me sharply, his red albino eyes like points of fire. “My business can wait. Would you like to tell me first, what you have Seen?” I recounted the vision and the Abbott’s brow furrowed as he leaned back in his chair, rubbing his hand across his mouth thoughtfully and. Some parts were as clear to him as to me: the skein of wool indicates a journey, or a quest. That part was to being almost immediately; the Abbott was sending me on a journey, which is why he had sent for me. But it also indicated possible contradiction. 
 
      
 
    “I know where I am sending you but where you are going might not be in my hands,” he said. I wondered if my quest was not to start just yet, to which he replied with a raised eyebrow.  
 
      
 
    “Not yet, Anselm? Hardly likely, on past experience. I would rather that we did have notice of your undertakings, if that is not questioning God’s purpose. It would enable us to plan better.” He stood and walked the three steps to the window. “This could be most inconvenient. But I am concerned about the bleeding child.” After a moment’s silence he turned to me again. “A great burden may be on your shoulders. Will it interfere..?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe it’s tied in with whatever task you had for me?” My voice softened the short silence. Cunnian thought for a moment and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Possible. In fact, quite likely. I had intended to send you alone but now it may be better to send a companion with you. But who?” 
 
      
 
    “There was no-one with me in the Vision. I was alone,” I reminded him. 
 
      
 
    “What about the others?” 
 
      
 
    “Statues.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes. Alone you must be, then. Unless it is symbolic solitude? Something you may have to work out alone? That doesn’t preclude you having company?” I had a memory of pain at my temples and rubbed them with one hand. I held up the other and shook my head. Cunnian turned again to the window and continued. “My task for you is important: very important. I would rather that you weren’t distracted, not even for the best of motives.” I waited patiently in the silence that followed. It was best to let him think uninterrupted.  
 
      
 
    “As you know,” he continued quietly, still looking out of the window, “we don’t get on well with our cousins, the Roman Christians. Too much emphasis on order and authority, on secular power and material glory. Too much silk, and altogether too much gold for my taste. And they ride everywhere, above and aloof from the common people.” He turned from the window and sat at his desk again, leaning forward on his elbows with his hands interlocked. “Imperial habits die hard, it seems.” He swept his hand over the dome of his shaved forehead and the long hair that flowed onto his shoulders like a white mane. “Just this tonsure enrages them, it seems. They accuse us of following Simon Magus, the Manichees and who knows what else.” I nodded. He indicated a parchment on his desk. “Whatever our differences, these matters may all be resolved, soon. I want you to go to our brother community at Lindisfarne and then on to the abbey at Whitby. King Oswy of Northumbria has called for a great synod to be held there, with bishops, priests, monks and clergy from all over Britain attending. You are needed.” 
 
      
 
    “Me? Why me?”  
 
      
 
    “As a translator. There will be British, Irish, English, Saxons from the south, at least one Frank and possibly delegates from Rome, too.” 
 
      
 
    “Quite a Tower of Babel. But why me? I’m not the only one with the gift of tongues. Melrose has British and English and some Latin speakers, too. Lindisfarne has English, Irish and British and Colman speaks Latin, maybe better than I do.”  
 
      
 
    “There aren’t enough and they’re mostly inexperienced. They barely understand themselves, never mind the ways of kings and the rivalries of our two churches,” he said. “You have wandered the earth and can speak easily with high and low-born, family and foreigner, and you have the ability to see the intent behind the word. No-one else is better at sniffing out lies, almost before they’ve been spoken. To do with your Sight, I’m sure.” I nodded agreement and Cunnian continued. “I also need you to go to the court at Dumbarton and ask for our right to roam in Strathclyde to be renewed.”  
 
      
 
    “Why? What’s happened? Has one of our people gone rogue?” This wasn’t unknown. Some just could not handle the discipline of the monastic life. They came with the best of intentions but their frustrations exploded, leading them away, to the life of an outlaw or worse. It caused no end of embarrassment to the Christian community throughout the British kingdoms and beyond. I cannot say that I had never been tempted, although I was largely content to have put my old life behind me and now live as Anselm, a simple monk with no responsibilities of family or high office. 
 
      
 
    “No, no problem like that. King Gwriad got himself killed on some stupid raid or other when he got bored after a few weeks’ peace. He couldn’t keep himself from trouble of some kind for five minutes.” Cunnian sighed. “Still, he was no worse than most of them. In some ways, he was a good man, for a bloodthirsty pagan. He allowed us to convert as many of the people as we could. Our friends the Scots in Dalriada finally got him when he tried to steal some cattle. A sad waste of a life and unbaptised at the end,” he shook his head sadly. Cunnian and most of our brothers would baptise anyone who asked in the hope of saving their souls. Judgement we left to God alone. 
 
      
 
    “When did this happen? And who rules in Strathclyde now?” I’d known of Gwriad and I would pray for his sinful soul. At least he would do no more headhunting. 
 
      
 
    “His nephew, Owain Dumnagual. And, as far as I can ascertain, Owain’s brother Gawain has a role as well. Do you know them?” I shook my head. The change of occupant of the throne had not brought any change in the kingdom’s religion; the two brothers followed Druidism, as far as we could ascertain. But they had some reading and writing – they had spent some time at the Christian monastery school at Whithorn, it was reported – so it was possible they could be open to change. He wanted to know if this was likely to be the case. He cautioned me to say as little as possible of my assignment to Whitby; our favoured status in Lindisfarne, which had been a gift from Oswald’s father, as well as here in Iona, under the patronage of Dalriada, was enough to raise suspicion as to whether we could be trusted. 
 
      
 
    “King Oswy is their enemy and he’s ambitious for more land – not least, he wants the kingdom of Rheged back. We saved his life and gave him shelter when he was on the run; they haven’t forgotten and we’ve even heard whispers from some quarters saying that Strathclyde wouldn’t have half so much trouble if it hadn’t been for us. Say nothing if possible, and as little as you must.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll try and avoid it,” I said. “But something is bound to arise: if not Lindisfarne or Whitby, then our community here.” 
 
      
 
    “I leave it to your skill and princely wisdom.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not a prince. Not any more. That life is far behind me.” 
 
      
 
    “But you were raised to be a prince. You aren’t overawed by these puffed-up petty kings.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I’m not frightened of them. Nor am I frightened to die for my faith. In some ways, I’d welcome it.” Cunnian looked at me, very directly. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t throw yourself at death, Anselm. It wouldn’t be martyrdom, it would be suicide. You have much to do before God grants you your rest.” I nodded and shrugged.  
 
      
 
    “So I must leave Iona again. I don’t like it but I suppose I can’t turn my back on the world forever.” 
 
      
 
     “You must not get too attached to our beloved Iona or I’ll have to send you to Powys for the sake of your faith.” He smiled to soften the impact: I knew he didn’t mean to send me anywhere permanently, but he also had a point. I loved Iona and it was necessary to go sometimes to avoid too much comfort. It made me appreciate the tranquillity all the more. I rose to go, but he called me back. “One moment more. Your Vision. The bleeding child? The lake?” 
 
      
 
    “It may be that there’s a resurgence of the old savageries somewhere. Blood sacrifices reappear from time to time. That old evil is very persistent; I’ve faced it several times, myself. I thought I had destroyed it, at least once. I know better now.” As to why – what would lead to resurgence of such practices; there were so many. Starvation, fear of the plague, fertility; the poor are always with us and their masters seem too often to be ignorance and fear. Too many of the converts we make lapse as soon as our food and so-called miracle cures leave with the departing teacher. It’s hard to get frightened people to bear with hardship.  
 
      
 
    “We have to acknowledge that the old ways, the sacrifices, still have power in them,” I said. They can still deliver fervently-held desires – and that is our problem, and the people’s. The sacrifices have the power of the Enemy. And of course there’s the greatest enemy: Despair.” Hunger, destitution, deprivation, an army burning the house down and raping the women – any of these things may nurture despair and drive the people into the dark again.“ Most don’t realise what they’re getting themselves into. The odd rag on a tree, sacred to a local god, where’s the harm in that, they think. Or, if you want something really big, then a big sacrifice is needed - a chicken or a goat. They have no idea until they are in so deep they think there’s no way out. 
 
      
 
    “It may be your lot to discover the source of this wickedness. It may also be your lot to destroy it once again. Anselm, be careful though. Do not throw your life away in anger, no matter how righteous, no matter how just the cause.” 
 
      
 
    “If it comes to it, I must be prepared to sacrifice myself,” I replied calmly and the Abbott, after a moment, nodded reluctantly. “But I will seek help from earthly powers if I can.” The Abbott was satisfied and I bowed my head to receive his blessing, which he gave me. I asked him to ensure that Padhraig was cared for while I was away. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tend to him myself. He is my friend too, remember: he was my mentor even before he was yours, and I still depend on his wisdom.” I turned to go. ”And Anselm, remember the weight of the yarn and how it impeded you. Don’t become enmeshed in this quest. Don’t let it entrap you. Oh, and Anselm?” I turned once again. Cunnian’s face was heavy with care. “It may be your task to right the wrong - but it may be to expose it to the light of day and allow others to stop it. Even the pagan kings abhor human sacrifice. They will be our allies in this. They have been before and they will be again. We are not many, even when you count all Christians together. The Light is a guttering candle, at times. The Evil One rides free in many parts of our islands so take care. I will pray for you.” I nodded my thanks and left the Abbott to his prayers and contemplation. Before I set off I wanted to take my leave of Padhraig so I made my way quickly across the yard to the Infirmary. He was sleeping peacefully, with Roghan sitting by him. I would rather have stayed and watched myself but I had my mission - or missions. I said a quiet prayer over the sleeping figure, blessed him and left the small, plain room. I felt sure, but tried to reject the feeling, that this would be the last time we would meet in this world. 
 
      
 
    My own cell was a short distance out of the rough courtyard. I lived close to the chapel now, although there had been a time, a few years ago, when I would rather have been further away, on one of the smaller islands, right away from the world, a complete hermit, as if solitude on its own would purge my guilt. It wasn’t the path for me. My faith still burned strongly - perhaps even stronger than it had in those early, zealous, desperate, tear-wracked and guilt-crushed days, after I had come out of the woods and been rescued from my madness as Lockeran. Now, I was more involved with the community, and with the world beyond it. I had also recognised a fear: fear of what I might find within myself when forced into my own heart, and fear that I wouldn’t be able to cope with the demons I would be faced with in solitude. I had a lot of blood on my hands. I could convince myself in daylight that each death had been necessary – from my cousin Coivin on to the nameless priest or ollamh I had left, forgotten, in the sealed psychic cell I created at Winwaed – but the night added darkness and dreams to solitude. I didn’t have it in me to become an Isolate. I was no longer Prince Ciaran, Damned or otherwise; I was now Brother Anselm, monk of the Irish Christian Church and my role was to go out into the world.  
 
      
 
    The cell was small and sparsely furnished inside its beehive shape. A bed, a small chest for my herbs and medicines, devotional works and a cross on the wall were all it contained. It was barely tall enough to accommodate my height and it didn’t need to be. I usually prayed outside the door, standing upright with my palms outstretched and turned upwards to accept whatever God would send me, in sunshine or rain, in calm or in furious Atlantic storm. 
 
      
 
    I opened the chest and considered the bottles and bags of medicines. The crash course in healing I had from my friend Ieuan so long ago had served me very well, down the years. My skills had gained me shelter and friendship and had saved my life on more occasions than I would like to count. There was a chain of people across Britain and beyond who had cause to be grateful for the risk my old friend and fellow-pupil Ieuan took when he passed on as much as he could of his knowledge. Whether a hot-headed young warrior brought low by a wound, a noblewoman suffering in childbirth, a chief’s young son with a raging fever, an ordinary villager in need - or even myself in the madness of my own despair; a lot of people had that young Druid to thank. Young! He was older than I was. It had been a long time since we had seen each other, and a lot fo years since I had thought of him. Did it mean anything, remembering him like that, out of the blue? Probably just a reminder to take my things.  
 
      
 
    I gathered up my herbs and a larger bottle of my own medicine and stored them in the small bag I carried everywhere out in the world. I added some materials for repairing clothing, some soap fat for washing and considered the worn, hooded white robe of pilgrimage and decided against it. I was travelling on the Church’s business but I was not a pilgrim, not this time. That would come later, when the Abbott allowed.  
 
      
 
    I had to take my leave of another, who had been with me for nine years, since before I became a monk. He had tracked me and drawn attention to me when I was lost in madness, in the woods of Rheged. It was he who had alerted Padhraig, who coaxed me out of the woods and drove my recovery.  
 
      
 
    “Wolf!” I called my wolfhound. No longer the youngster who had attached himself to me when his original family had been horribly murdered. He was full-chested, greying round the muzzle and still lively, but the years were catching up even with him. I explained to him that I was going on a journey and I could not take him with me, that it was too far. He whined and snorted dismissively, as if to point out that he had come this far with me, what were a few more hundred miles? He reminded me of ‘stuff and nonsense’ older people who were still under the impression that they were in the full bloom of their youth. I had to smile. “No, my friend, this journey is a bit too long even for you and your great heart. Stay here and look after the brothers. Especially Padhraig; he needs you.” Wolf let out a sad whine at this. He knew, as well as everyone else, that Padhraig was not long for this world. He lay his jaw on my lap for a moment and then accepted that he wouldn’t be coming with me, that he had an important job to do here. We walked together to the infirmary, where I had a quiet word with Roghan and asked him to make sure that Wolf was fed and looked after. It wouldn’t be a problem – all the monks liked him. He would not starve! The dog himself walked quietly over to Padhraig’s bed and lay down alongside it. If Padhraig’s hand dropped out from under the covers it would find Wolf’s head waiting for it.  
 
      
 
    Having taken my leave again – and finally, this time – I went over to the bakery and collected enough bread, fruit, cheese and goat’s milk for one day’s journey. Thereafter, I would be dependent upon the kindness of the people and - more often than not - upon the bounty of God’s Earth. We knew how kind the Earth could be and how unyielding, how beautiful and how harsh. Our Rule retained some elements of the mysticism and animism of our Druidic past. 
 
      
 
    From the bakery I went to the small harbour on the sheltered eastern side of the island, to find both that I was expected and that I would have company. Brother Conor was waiting patiently and I thought for a moment that Cunnian had decided to over-rule me and send a companion. 
 
      
 
    “I am going to Alba, to the land of the Picts. I was there last year and I think that King Nectan will convert this time. God be praised!” Conor said. 
 
      
 
    “Amen. I wish you joy and the grace of God.” For myself, I offered a small prayer for good weather, especially when I crossed the moors south of Glencoe, on the route to Loch Lomond. It was wild country and a storm could appear out of nowhere. My Sight enabled me to get an idea of the weather in the days ahead but I had absolutely no control over it; Beinn Dubh[1] and Rannoch Moor seemed to be a law unto themselves, in any case.  
 
      
 
    We pushed the small boat out into the swell of the grey water and set off for the short trip across the Sound to Mull. I took a long parting look at beautiful, bleak Iona, my home and my sanctuary, windswept and solitary against the western sea. I hated to leave. 
 
      
 
    We reached Mull two hours before sunset. By the time it was dark we were safely sheltered in the small house of a family of lay followers of the Church, whose premises were well-stocked by the community of Iona in compensation for the frequent demands made upon them by visitors and missionaries. The following morning we rose early and caught a fishing boat on the island’s southern coast that would, in a day - or two, or three - make it to the mainland near Dunstaffnage. For the fishermen, time was measured in the movement of the shoals of fish – the “silver darlings” – rather than mundane days and nights. They followed where their harvest led.  
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    Dumbarton 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dumbarton in late February is one of the most miserable places on God’s green Earth. Rain was hurling itself in sheets at my face and the lazy north wind forced its way through every gap in the fabric of my cloak as I trudged up the Castle Rock. The track slithered up through a narrow cleft in the great rock and then zig-zagged up the bony crag to the castle itself. It could have been purposely designed by nature to be a killing field; barely three armed warriors could make their way side by side and there were natural positions for archers to rain down arrows, tiered up either side. It should be impregnable but it had occasionally fallen, to my knowledge; once to siege and twice to treachery.  
 
      
 
    There was a moment’s respite from the rain when the route of the path mean that I turned my back to the wind but, in the end, all that did was ensure that I was soaked through to the skin on all sides. Only a fool or a driven man would be out on a night like this and I wasn’t really sure which category I came under by the time I reached the gates. It was close to full dark and Iona was nearly a week’s walk behind me. If I could have turned back time to earlier in the day I would have been very tempted to take the offer of a horse when it was made by one of the king’s patrols but it was brighter then, and the rain was softer. More fool me, maybe. 
 
      
 
    Up ahead, the castle was little more than a darker, angular mass against the darkening sky but small rectangles of dull, flickering light held the promise of warmth and company. I was admitted through the side door at the gate of the perimeter wall. The returning patrol had brought news of my approach and I was expected. 
 
      
 
    “You’re just in time, Magister,” a guard said. “We’re ready to lock up for the night. Another couple of minutes and you’d have to find a warm rock to shelter under.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, he’s used to it. He’s from Iona and they make them tough, out there,” another voice responded.  
 
      
 
    “Would you rather stay out for the evening, come see us tomorrow?” the first asked. 
 
      
 
    “Let me in and stop your chatter. I’m soaked,” I replied. “And none of your nonsense about suffering being good for the soul.” The pair of them laughed.  
 
      
 
    “Go on in, Magister. The king’s expecting you. Follow the torches: he’s got a good crowd in tonight.” I nodded my thanks and made my way through. They shut and barred the gates behind me. 
 
      
 
    My crossing over the outer ground was noticed but no-one approached me, either to interrupt my progress or to guide me to my destination. Whatever staff were around were busy putting the rough-coated brown sheep and squat, long haired and skinny cattle into their stalls for the night. I reached the Keep, spoke my name and business, and was allowed in. A guard showed me down a short corridor through the castle proper and into the hall. The castle’s function was defensive: no rooms in the Keep were big enough to accommodate the guests, warriors and functionaries who gathered about a powerful Court and so the hall had been added later.  
 
      
 
    I entered to find a feast in full swing as I entered. The guard announced the arrival of a monk from the Community at Iona and then waved me forward to stand in full view of the party, which slid into silence. I removed my cloak, handed it to a servant and threw back my soaking hair from my face. Water ran down my head and dripped off my habit.  
 
      
 
    “So what brings you here, Magister?” the young man sitting at the high table demanded. He was handsome and well-made, with a face pretty much free from the scars that would not have been out of place on a warrior. The unwary might even go so far as to think he had remained relatively unmarked by avoiding battle; they would be in error. The tales that had reached my ears said that, to the contrary, Owain, king of Strathclyde, was a very good fighter indeed. He tended to win his battles, quickly and easily, with the minimum of losses to his side. This made him popular with his forces. Warriors may love a fight but they prefer to come home to celebrate it in person, afterwards, rather than being remembered in song as an heroic, but dead, soul. 
 
      
 
    The young man who considered me now saw someone of sturdy middle age, dressed in a simple robe of rough-spun fabric and with a head of vigorous dark hair, silvered with grey and shaven from the forehead back to a line running over the crown from ear to ear. This tonsure and garb marked me as a cleric of the Irish Christian Church founded by St Columba. 
 
      
 
    “King Owain, I’ve come to ask permission to cross your lands,” I said. “I’m on my way from the Holy Island of Iona to Lindisfarne, to visit our brother community there.” 
 
      
 
    “And why do you now seek permission, priest? Your fellows have wandered as they pleased over Strathclyde since I was a boy, without ever asking leave of anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “Your uncle was kind enough to grant us the freedom to roam unhindered during his lifetime. As he is now dead and you’ve succeeded him to the throne, Abbot Cunnian the Fair felt it would be courteous to ask you to renew that permission.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah. Courtesy. I hear that you Scots hold courtesy amongst the highest of all the virtues.” 
 
      
 
    “I left my people when I joined the community at Iona, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “Or perhaps some time before? Aren’t you the one known as Anselm?” 
 
      
 
    “I am.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, Father Anselm, saint Anselm, or Magister, whatever you style yourself, did you leave behind you all the honours and customs of your people when you joined the community of saints on that bleak rock?” 
 
      
 
    “I left behind much, but tried to keep with me those courtesies which help us all to make our way peacefully in this troubled World.” 
 
      
 
    “So you come to ask my permission to cross my kingdom.” He paused and took a sip from a grey pewter goblet. The audience of courtiers, druids, warriors and their women were watching the scene in as much silence as the smoke-filled atmosphere would allow. “To whom do you owe your duty, Saint Anselm?” he pronounced the prefix deliberately. I could feel tension in the hall. This was a pagan kingdom: Druidism was the court religion, my kind was tolerated at best, and sudden death was by no means unknown. 
 
      
 
    “I owe my duty to God alone, sir. My obedience I owe to my Abbot.” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “And your honour, Anselm?” I noted the absence of any courtesy title. “What about your honour?” I took a breath. 
 
      
 
    “Why, my honour I owe to you, my Lord, and that is what I am here to pay.” This was a dangerous answer, verging on the impudent, and risked offence to a newly-crowned young king - but I was prepared to take the risk. Owain regarded me thoughtfully for a moment, then his features softened into a smile that took five years off his face. 
 
      
 
    “An audacious answer, Magister, and a brave one. I shall not have your head today - unlike this fellow.” He reached beneath his chair and pulled a severed human head up and thumped it on the table. The bloodstained object had plaited hair, a heavy moustache and beard. A roar of approval went up from the hall and the top table laughed. We tried to discourage headhunting but the pagans placed great store in its powers, especially those vested in the head of an enemy. Where had the belief come from? An older and darker time, probably. How did I know all this? I had been one of them, of course; I was a trained Druid in my own right. I knew as much about it as most time-served priests of that order. 
 
      
 
    “Come and sit beside me at my table and pay for your cheek by filling in the gaps of my knowledge of you. You know, of course, that we have something in common?” 
 
      
 
    “What is that, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “I hear you are a kin-slayer.” I stiffened. “I’ve slain your kin as well. More recently than you, I think.” A quiet guffaw slipped around the spectators. “Actually, I – we – thought you were dead. Long since.” He paused and rubbed his temple, as if he was suffering from a sudden pain. After a moment he brightened and smiled broadly again. “Come and sit by me: we can talk of what it is that makes the Scots so ripe for slaughter and maybe other things too, if I get bored. Make room for the Magister, there,” he said to the company at table. “Have you no respect for our courteous guest?” 
 
      
 
    I bowed in thanks but asked to be excused, as I was soaked from the journey. I also asked if there might be a dry robe about the place, that I might use until my own had dried. Owain immediately agreed and ordered a slave to get me something, and to show me to a washing-chamber. He ordered me to return quickly, saying that we had much to discuss. 
 
      
 
    I was back shortly, my skin glowing from the vigorous drying I had given it with a rough towel. A few minutes ago I had felt that I would never get the wind-blown Strathclyde damp out of my bones; now, I was already beginning to feel quite warm, in my borrowed dry robe. 
 
      
 
    At their King’s command the people to the left of him shuffled away along their bench and made room for me. I took the place between the young man and a woman of even fewer years. I glanced at her as I sat and took in an open face that regarded me sidelong, and with what may have been amusement. I still had a risky course to steer and a clever and unusually knowledgeable young king to negotiate. And there were some mysteries about him, as well. I had no idea how he knew anything of my history, for example. 
 
      
 
    His own story had some blanks that needed to be filled in, too. The British Kingdom of Strathclyde stretched from north of Loch Lomond, through Dumbarton where the kings had their court, through Rheged and on, beyond the River Lune. Further south, the western part of what had once been the Kingdom of Elmet was subject to it and even the principality of Gwynedd now paid tribute; its former alliance with Mercia was in ruins after the Battle of Winwaed, nearly ten years ago. In the 664th year of Our Lord, Strathclyde extended to what was a huge area, hilly and difficult to patrol - impossible in bad weather. Under the inefficient or irresolute rule of previous incumbents the kingdom had been attacked and for a while split into pieces: from east and south by land-hungry English and Saxons, along with British refugees moving ahead of them; and from the north-west by the ambitious Scottish kingdom of Dalriada, with its capital at Dunadd. It had its internal problems as well, with independent-minded warlords and petty-princelings.  
 
      
 
    From their mid-teens, with the death of their cousin the King’s son and primary heir, Owain and his brother Gawain had fought in the ranks and then led the armies and patrols in a decade-long campaign to repel the invaders, recapture their land, settle borders and subdue internal threats.  
 
      
 
    They had achieved spectacular success: their Kingdom was bigger than ever. Strathclyde was easily the most powerful of the remaining British realms and the only force in any way able to match the power of Oswy’s great Northumbria.  
 
      
 
    The brothers had gained respect for their ability both as fighters and as intelligent leaders. They had spent time as boys at the Christian monastic college at Whithorn, although they were not Christians themselves – or if they were, it was a well-kept secret. The kingdom remained Druidic. 

They could read and write and I learned that they had developed an intelligence network based on clerks and druids throughout the Kingdom. By this means they could receive information of both mundane and sensitive matters quickly, accurately and secretly; in a dark age of ignorance, an illiterate messenger could be tortured to death by an enemy and still be unable to betray any of the secrets that he carried in coded script. With knowledge gained through this network they could take action before a local Thane became too ambitious for his good. They were known to appear at the earliest stages of plotting and gathering in some remote area of their kingdom - usually with a large and well-armed train in their wake. Staying and demanding food and hospitality from their unfortunate host tended to be enough to drain any war-chest and rebel enthusiasm, alike. Their timing was so uncannily good that they were gaining the reputation of being magicians themselves - although the less credulous would sensibly ascribe powers of divination to its more likely source: their Druid. His reputation waxed as well, on the back of their astute intelligence. 
 
      
 
    With the respect and support of the army, the transfer of power on the death of the old King had been achieved with the minimum of bloodshed. The more senior position had been assumed by Owain, the older. In all but the location of the crown, however, it was a dual kingship as Gawain was the equal in intelligence and ability of his brother and was his most trusted adviser. This much I had learned during my walk through the Kingdom. 
 
      
 
    The court had turned to its own groups in conversation over the meal and, although eyes frequently looked in our direction, we were effectively alone until company was summoned. Tables were arranged down each side and at both ends. The floor was boarded; a luxury by current standards, even in areas – like Dumbarton – where rain was frequent and persistent. The walls themselves were conventional, no more than a series of upright beams atop a stone foundation line with the spaces between filled with a mixture of mud and plaited brushwood, sealed with paint and animal gum. The ceiling was of plain thatch with a small hole above the centre to act as in inefficient chimney. It was better at letting rain in than guiding smoke out, as the frequent hisses from the fire beneath it and the smoke filling the hall testified. Lighting came from fat or tar-soaked rush torches, which were unreliable, although what light they gave was warm. A slave was attending to one that had sputtered out as I watched: tending them was a full-time job. In Roman times, an insignificant provincial squire would have lived in a better villa than this place. A Governor of a province the size of Strathclyde would have regarded Owain’s Hall as a disgusting hovel. The Hall may have looked squalid to eyes familiar with the remnants of Rome to the south but it was impressive for its time and location, and an effective reflection of the power of its master. As for the glory that was Rome; the stones that had made the marvellous forums, meeting houses, dwelling places and public buildings were being taken to make walls to hold sheep and pigs. 
 
      
 
    “You’re lucky to find me here, Magister,” Owain said. “We’ve only just returned. Ten days ago we were on the lowlands of Rheged[2], south of the Ituna[3] repelling a raiding party of pirates who fancied our crops but had no desire to pay for them. Led by our friend here,” he indicated the severed head before us. “I’d thought they were from Erin and I sent a mission to find out where they were hiding out but there was no trace of any base. The people on the Antrim coast had heard of them, though. They had suffered at their hands as well. Have you seen anything like him before?” 
 
      
 
    “I think they come from the Northlands – Norway – across the sea to the east,” I said. “But who knows? Pirates are made from many different materials and drawn from many lands. Have you heard of many such raids? Was it a lone ship or are there more of them about?”  
 
      
 
    “I’d heard of raids, but I’m always hearing of raids,” Owain waved dismissively. “They’re usually in bands small enough to attract no attention before they make landfall and in and out before an armed force can catch them. Our defence forces don’t usually hear about them till after they’ve gone. There were three ships involved in this raid and it was sheer luck that I came upon them. We were on our way back from settling an argument near Deva when we heard that some pirates were on an extended raid. We engaged them near Caer Liguald - Luguvallium[4] - and chased them into the wilds of Rheged. None escaped.” he finished simply. 
 
      
 
    He had been lucky to come across them. Raiders such as these are interested in easy pickings. The fact that none will return to wherever they came from may persuade their countrymen that the lands of the south are well protected. I asked him what had taken him to Deva. He was reluctant to discuss it and changed the subject. 
 
      
 
    “It would have been a hazardous trip for you to find us there, or in the wilds of Rheged where I chased these raiders,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “I would’ve sought you there, or wherever your business took you.” 
 
      
 
    “And would you have braved the North Channel in your little coracle?” 
 
      
 
    “I think I might have walked across the Rhinns[5] and continued further south, my lord.” Owain laughed back. 
 
      
 
    “A sensible course, Magister. But you would’ve been slower than us and may have found me gone.” In fact, important news eventually reaches even far-flung Iona, I told him. Strathclyde’s movements always attract attention. 
 
      
 
    “Even to an island which looks to Dunadd?” 
 
      
 
    “Even there, sir. Although there your victories might more often be styled ‘setbacks’.” Owain chuckled at that and I allowed myself a small smile. Even though I had left the world behind when I entered Columba’s monastery at Iona, I retained slightly more than an academic interest in the affairs of the Scottish and Irish people in the lands of Donegal and the twin kingdoms of Dalriada. The pirate raids were, for now, occasional and rare but a growing population would put pressure on young men to seek their fortunes away from the narrow strips of land between the mountains and the sea, away to the east. Those whose lands looked out to sea should take the time to fortify them. 
 
      
 
    “You’re an enjoyable companion, Magister Anselm - don’t you think so, Gawain?” He was addressing a man to his right, about the same age and very similar in looks. This was the younger brother. 
 
      
 
    “I wasn’t listening.” Gawain replied nonchalantly, and took a mouthful of his wine. 
 
      
 
    “Of course he was, Magister, it’s his job - but he doesn’t enjoy wordplay as much as I do,” Owain rejoined. “May I present my brother, Gawain?” 
 
      
 
    I stood up and bowed. 
 
      
 
    “An honour to meet you, my Lord Gawain.” Gawain nodded, and indicated that I should resume my seat. I remained standing and stared at him for a moment too long. 
 
      
 
    “Are you well, Magister?” I regathered myself. 
 
      
 
    “My apologies, sir. I am a little tired after my journey.” I sat down. I’d Seen something in Gawain that he wished to keep hidden, a secret that I wondered whether even Owain knew. Gawain chose that moment to tell his brother that he was failing in his duties as a host; I had no food. 
 
      
 
    “Of course! I apologise, Anselm. Here!” He turned to a trio of servants who were standing back from the table. “Bring refreshment for the Magister! What will you have?” I asked for plain bread and cheese, and would not be tempted to the roast ox that the company was feasting on. 
 
      
 
    “Do it,” Owain said to the servants, and then turned back to me. “Unless you would rather have stale bread and mouldy cheese?” We both grinned and I indicated that fresh was preferable. “So it’s Lent for you. Early days?” I nodded. “Others have it otherwise.” I looked closer at Owain. His expression was still cheerful, but with a calculating gleam around his eyes.  
 
      
 
    “You must be wondering how I know so much about a simple saint from Iona.” It was true, I was puzzled as to how I had attracted the attention of the busy King. “Let me enlighten you. I’ve been aware of your story for many years - since I was a boy - but only learned earlier today that it was you who was approaching. I was surprised at that – we thought you were dead, at Penda’s hand. Or Oswy’s. I’ll tell you how I know of you; I can see you’re wondering. My Lord Druid!” he called down the table. “Come and greet your old companion.” 
 
      
 
    I looked past the King along the table to see who he was addressing. All that came in sight was a pale and mottled head, sparsely covered with white hair and sporting a tonsure similar to my own, rising from the forehead. I stood up to receive the newcomer, who was a stooped, elderly figure. The face was thin, the skin stretched across the skull like a membrane over a knotty log. The head was alabaster white but the eyes that regarded me without blinking were deep set, small and dark and without much shine. He wore the robes of a High Druid. I couldn’t say that the wizened figure was completely unfamiliar, but I didn’t recognise him. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t you know him, Magister? Come, Father Druid. Refresh his memory.” Owain was smiling. 
 
      
 
    “My greetings to you across the years, Ciaran,” the old man said in Gaelic and I stiffened. “Don’t you remember me? Your old room-mate from the College at Innisgarbh?” 
 
      
 
    I looked at him more carefully, and studied the eyes in particular. I couldn’t resist a sensation of horror as recognition crept up my spine like a chill. If it was who I suspected, then the old man in front of me was only a few years my senior. 
 
      
 
    “Ieuan? Ieuan ap Talog? Is it really you?” 
 
      
 
    “It is. I see the years have been kinder to you than I.” 
 
      
 
    “Only of late, I think. Since I joined the Community I’ve fared well.” 
 
      
 
    “I think your new God demands less of you than the life you rejected, Ciaran.” 
 
      
 
    “Anselm,” I said. “My name is Anselm.” 
 
      
 
    “I knew you as Prince Ciaran MacAidh, the Dark Twin of Donegal when we were young. I’ve always thought of you thus.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve not been called by that name for nearly ten years, Ieuan,” I replied. “I’m honoured that you thought of me at all, but you were always kind to me. Kinder than I deserved. Nonetheless, I’m Anselm now, and have been since I was taken in by the community of Iona. I’d rather you think of me so.” 
 
      
 
    “If I must, I will. But you were a legend, and mothers frightened their children to bed with tales of you. Prince, Druid, kin-slayer, wanderer and madman.”

“Kin-slayer is just another way of saying murderer, and you can add mercenary to the list, if you wish,” I said, evenly. Ieuan shrugged.

“They said you could disappear when the very fingers of your enemies were around your throat and take refuge in the Hollow Hills for as long as it suited your purpose. Until Winwaed – I heard you had died at Winwaed. You must tell me how you got away that time, without your old friend to help you.” I shivered. I had been too close to death in the past, more than once. The last time I’d seen the old man in front of me, thirty years before, he’d helped me to achieve one of those escapes. “You were like a Sidhe of Erin’s stories, you know. It’s not everyone who can say they knew a legend.” I asked that he did not remind me of that life, insisting that it was behind me now. I preferred not to be connected with those tales. 
 
      
 
    “As you wish. I’m glad to see you settled and part of a Community again, brother,” Ieuan addressed me as a fellow-Druid even though I’d converted to Christianity. “Cha dhuine duine Ôn aonar - the man alone is no man.” 
 
      
 
    This exchange had been carried out in low voices and in Gaelic, the common language of our youth. In anyone else this would have been a gross discourtesy in the presence of the King but the High Druid was not bound by normal rules. He was a figure of wisdom and fear and no-one - not even a King - would make any public criticism of his behaviour. But the eyes I saw as I glanced around the hall were very curious and Owain himself was looking fretful at his exclusion from the conversation. It was no surprise that he liked to know what was going on, particularly at his own table - and Gaelic was the language of the Scots, with whom relations were rarely peaceful for long. It was an enemy’s tongue. I asked Ieuan to speak in British from now on, to include Owain in our discussion. He agreed, reluctantly, but warned me that the King was curious about me – a figure of legend, returned from the dead.  
 
      
 
    “My Lord King, please forgive us: we did not mean to be discourteous,” he continued, in British. “Saint Anselm and I have many years to bridge. The language of our earlier days together helped to span them.” 
 
      
 
    “My Lord Druid, I know you will do as you wish,” he smiled, it was formal and slightly forced. “but I wouldn’t have Magister Anselm feel himself outside the circle of my hospitality.” 
 
      
 
    “He himself requested that we converse in British. We shall do so whenever we speak again in your presence. I’ll leave you to your guest now.” With that, Ieuan moved stiffly back to his place. He had reserved the right to speak to me in Gaelic whenever we were not in the King’s company. It was not just in other halls that the King had his spies and the point was not missed by either Owain or me. His mood had changed. 
 
      
 
    “Magister, I would talk to you about your mission, and soon. When you’ve finished your refreshment, I’d like you to join me in my chambers.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m at your disposal,” I replied as a wooden platter with a small loaf of soft bread and crumbly white cheese was placed before me. I asked for the beaker of whiskey to be replaced with plain water; this was done almost immediately. I felt impelled to look down the bench towards Ieuan, who was looking the other way. Whiskey and I had been close friends and it fired up my heart and soul; if there was no fight to be had when I started drinking it, I would find one soon enough. Or start one myself, if need be.  
 
      
 
    Owain was talking with Gawain: he was all business now. His companion to the left was speaking to one of her ladies. I presumed she was a royal consort; speaking to her without formal introduction would be a gross breach of etiquette and likely to result in a challenge to swords, even to a Christian cleric. I would be unable to respond and would have to leave the British court. The repercussions would have been serious, so I directed my thoughts elsewhere. 
 
      
 
    I thought about Ieuan. I’d been under the impression that Dyfrig, an old and harmless man who was aware of his limitations, was the official chief adviser in the kingdom; I had no idea that Ieuan had taken his place. I personally knew a small number of the dwindling band of prominent Druids and a few others by reputation. Most of that religion had, like myself, converted to Christianity but we retained contacts with our old lives, to a greater or lesser degree. It might not, strictly speaking, be in conformity with the monastic life but in a world of ignorance, the educated were drawn towards each other. We lived in uncertain times. It was important to know what was going on, who was allied with whom, or otherwise, and who could be relied upon as a defender. The Abbots tolerated these ongoing connections in the interests of preservation. For all my interest in the outside world, I had heard nothing of Ieuan, for nearly 30 years. He must have kept himself well hidden. The sight of him tonight had been a shock.  
 
      
 
    Owain’s voice pulled me back out of my reverie. 
 
      
 
    “Magister, I’m sorry to interrupt your meditation but would ask you to come with me to my chambers. We’ve got a lot to talk about, and I’d like to begin before the night gets much older.” I’d finished my food without being aware of it. The young King and his brother led us out the back of the hall and into the private rooms beyond. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    4 
 
      
 
    The King’s Counsel 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Owain’s apartments consisted of an ante-room, an audience-chamber, and two further rooms whose doors were filled with fabric hanging across them. Our party included the two brothers, Ieuan the Druid, the young girl I’d sat near at table, two more young women, me and two of the King’s attendants. Two further servants were attending in the room itself, one looking after the fire. The fat-soaked torches gave off more smoke than light and more smell than either. They cast flickering shadows into dark corners, which would have made anyone nervous of dark spirits, not only the superstitious. The shadows seemed to fly away as we came in. 
 
      
 
    “Leave us,” Owain ordered the servants. “Magister Anselm, may I formally present my wife, the Lady Gruach,” indicating the young girl from the dinner-table, “and her ladies, Olwen and Morag. Lady Olwen is our cousin, Lady Morag is my wife’s kinswoman and best friend from childhood.” The three girls curtsied and smiled, and I bowed politely in return. All three were about sixteen or seventeen, I guessed. Gruach was dressed in a fine green woollen robe with a light brown cloak edged in gold. Her red hair curled gently to below shoulder-length and hung free of any restraint but a narrow circlet of gold at her brow. Her bearing was upright and confident and she was undoubtedly pretty, in a youthful and unformed way. She could grow to become a rare beauty - if childbirth didn’t wear her out first. The other two were pleasant looking enough but without whatever extra dimension it was that their mistress possessed.  
 
      
 
    “Ladies, an honour and a pleasure it is to meet you all. To see you brings youth back to an old man’s heart.” The two ladies smiled; Gruach laughed out loud. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve missed your calling, Magister,” she said, “you should’ve been a courtier or a Bard. Your silver tongue would have brought you great fame.” Owain was smiling, too. I thanked her for her kindness and assured her I was in the right place, tucked safely away from the temptations of the world, which made her laugh all the more. 
 
      
 
    “Well answered, Magister. My Queen likes to tease,” Owain said. “Away with you now Gruach, if you please, and take your ladies with you. I have some taxing questions to ask Magister Anselm.” The three girls retreated, whispering, to the further chamber.  
 
      
 
    He removed his crown and tossed it casually onto a fabric-covered bench under the only window. It was little more than a war-helm made of leather and iron, with a crenelated circlet of dull gold at temple-level. It was strongly reminiscent of a Roman helmet but the neck-guard had been cut short and there were no cheek guards. 
 
      
 
    He unclasped his cloak of wool, dyed red, edged and braided with gold thread, and threw himself into a high-backed wooden armchair, which was already covered with layers of red cloth. He hooked a leg over one of the arms and immediately began swinging it. His hair, now released from the crown, was dark and braided and hung to his shoulders. His green tunic and leather leggings, bound at the calf, and solid-looking shoes were suitable for either riding or walking. In the privacy of his own chambers and the company of his most trusted advisers, he was quite relaxed.  
 
      
 
    I hadn’t been advised that he was married, although there had been reports that he had sought to forge an alliance with Fife. He nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I did, but Gruach isn’t from Fife,” he said. “I went there seeking a peace treaty, to be sealed with a marriage to one of the King’s daughters, the more senior the better. But every one they showed me looked like a horse’s backside, and I concluded that they were not really interested in peace with Strathclyde - or maybe more interested in an alliance with the Lothians and through them, Northumbria, for I learned that the oldest had left for Dunedin[6] shortly before my arrival. If she looked anything like her kinswomen, it was a lucky escape.” He chuckled again. “Anyway, their heart wasn’t in it, neither was mine, and I think we were both relieved when we encountered an insurmountable obstacle.” 
 
      
 
    “May I ask what that was, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “It was the dowry,” Owain smiled. “I demanded - or rather Ieuan demanded - an enormous amount for doing them the favour of marrying one of their mule-faced women, and they weren’t prepared to pay it. I tell you,” he continued cheerfully, “a lot of research went into finding the right amount. Just high enough so that they knew that negotiation wasn’t going to bring it down to a reasonable level, and yet low enough to avoid giving insult. Ieuan whispered and plotted the whole night long to come up with the right figure, didn’t you?” Ieuan smiled in agreement. The wrinkled, leathery smile of an old man. 
 
      
 
    “Your counsel and experience was valuable, Ieuan. It was a lucky escape for us and for Fife, too, I think, and you earned your promotion to High Druid that day.” Owain went on to explain that he had asked Alba permission to cross their territory on their return journey and that they had been summoned instead to meet the Alban king at Scone. The British were suspicious of their intent but they were offered a guarantee of safe conduct and Ieuan’s divinations indicated that the augurs were good. 
 
      
 
    I glanced across at the Druid but he was looking at the fire - very intently looking at the fire, I felt. Divination was usually the province of someone like me, one with the Sight; something I knew Ieuan did not have. 
 
      
 
    Strathclyde had already concluded a peace treaty with Alba after the Battle of the Fords at Stirling, which had ended in stalemate. Alba wanted to cement the peace with an alliance, an offer that Owain and Gawain received favourably. They had Gawain in mind for the cement, as they thought that Owain was committed but the outcome of the negotiations in Fife eased the path for the strongest alliance possible. Gruach was the third daughter of the Alban king and (more to the point) his queen; not senior enough to be likely to confer any rights of succession in that kingdom, where the ruler was traced through the female line, but close enough to make an honourable settlement. 
 
      
 
    “So you and the Picts of Alba have cemented your peace with a royal marriage, and have succeeded in outflanking the Kingdom of Fife regardless of their manoeuvres with Dunedin.” I observed. 
 
      
 
    “Exactly! Neither of them will dare try their luck with either of us. I couldn’t have planned it better myself - and nor could Ieuan, for that matter, devious Priest though he is.” I wasn’t so sure. I thought I caught a slight gleam in the Druid’s eye, though it was quickly hidden. “But enough of family matters. Sit down, Anselm.” I did so, gratefully, on a small wooden chair with a low back, draped with woollen cloth for comfort. Owain unhooked his leg from the chair arm and leaned forward, arms on his thighs and hands clasped together. Now, he was all business.

“Tell me about your mission to Whitby. What exactly is going on, and what outcome do you hope for.” 
 
      
 
    I found myself under the gaze of two very clear and piercing pairs of brown eyes as the brothers scrutinised me. 
 
      
 
    “I’m bound for Lindisfarne, sir.” I responded carefully. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t give me that, Anselm,” Owain responded irritably. “I know something of what’s going on, obviously more than you give me credit for. The scribes and clerks have been preparing the ground since midwinter. I’ve received an invitation from Oswy to attend myself, although I’m not a Christian. I may even know more about it than you, shut away on your windy rock, so don’t treat me like an ignorant fool. There are a lot of problems in these lands and I’m seeking the best outcome for us – for all of us. I’m not one of your cousins from Dalriada, interested only in fighting and cattle rustling.” I bristled slightly at the insult, but had to swallow it. I was a prince no longer. It was clear that I would have to tell more than I’d intended but the circumstances were not as Cunnian had believed when he gave me my instructions.  
 
      
 
    “I apologise, sir. I was unaware of your invitation and was acting under orders to be discreet. No offence was intended.” Owain nodded and waved for me to carry on. I confirmed that I was headed for Lindisfarne first, and then on to the monastery of Whitby, which was sited near the English town of Streanashalch. “King Oswy of Northumbria wants to see the arguments between the two Christian Churches, Roman and Irish, debated before him. He will then decide which route Northumbria is to follow.” 
 
      
 
    “And with it the rest of the English kingdoms?” 
 
      
 
    “That I don’t know for sure, but it may well be so. Since the Winwaed – “ I flinched a little at the mention of the name. My own defeat there remained upsetting, even though it was nearly ten years ago. “It would be logical to assume that other Christian English kings would be likely to follow Oswy’s example, whichever way he goes. The Romans are already strong in the south; Mercia is hardly even nominally Christian, but we have a few monasteries there. Penda never interfered in his people’s worship, so long as they turned out to fight for him when he demanded it.” My experiences of Penda had always been on a knife-edge. We had been both enemies and allies; at the Winwaed we had been on the same side, and had both lost. He was dead and my sanity had been shattered. “Essex is with the Romans but may change allegiance under Oswy’s influence. Kent will stay with Rome whatever, I think, and Sussex will probably go with them.” 
 
      
 
    “I agree,” Owain said. “So you Christians will spend a few days talking about your tonsures, the date of Easter and Free Will versus predestination. Maybe leavened with a heated debate on how many angels can dance on the head of a pin. Why should we be involved?”  
 
      
 
    We had a discussion that veered several times too closely to doctrinal differences for Owain’s interest but he paid attention again when Gawain asked about reports that Roman bishops had taken to anointing kings – effectively placing themselves and their church above any country’s rulers. I was able to confirm that this had happened; I had seen it myself, years earlier, in a petty mountain kingdom in the Alps. This was uncomfortable for the brothers and was the sort of incursion that they would be inclined to resist  
 
      
 
    I asked Owain if he would accept Oswy’s invitation to Whitby. He hesitated before explaining his reservations. The fact that he wasn’t a Christian at all would keep him outside the main debate and reduced to little more than backstairs intriguing - a position more suited to an advisor or ambassador than a king. He felt he would demean his status if he accepted such a role. 
 
      
 
    “But Oswy asked you to go sir,” I pointed out, “so maybe he thinks that you have something more to contribute. Maybe a reconciliation?” 
 
      
 
    “Oswy is a devious sod and I don’t trust him an inch.” Owain replied. Gawain nodded in agreement. “He’s made more than one conversion to his precious Christianity at the point of a sword and I wouldn’t put it past him to arrange my premature departure from this life, if he felt like it. Or maybe he’d hold me to ransom. At the very least I expect some kind of attempt at public humiliation. We were fighting each other just a few months ago and he’s inclined to take advantage of any hold he may think he has. I’m not prepared to go and put myself in his power, even if the Roman Church stirs up trouble. I am inclined to face that issue if and when it arises.” 
 
      
 
    I ventured that he could send Gawain in his place. 
 
      
 
    “Difficult. For all that everyone knows that my brother and I rule in harness - like your own system of the Dark Twins, Anselm,” Owain flashed a sidelong smile at me “If someone wished to take offence at a prince rather than the king being there it could cause real trouble. And Oswy’s just the man to take offence at a slight, real or imagined. Especially if he thinks it would give him leverage.” 
 
      
 
    It was intriguing that Oswy had invited Owain and he might be a supporter for us in the last resort, being favourably inclined to the church that had educated him. Even Ieuan, for all his loyalty to the Old Ways, was inclined towards some kind of presence although it was clear that his concern was to resist the return of the Romans, rather than to promote the Irish cause. The King was unsure. He brought the discussion to a close as the fabric leading to the Ladies’ chamber was thrown back and Gruach re-emerged and demanded his attention, which he was inclined to give. We rose as one as she entered the room. 
 
      
 
    “If Oswy had found himself a Pictish wife such as mine this problem might never have arisen, Anselm.” 
 
      
 
    “Why’s that, sir?” 
 
      
 
    “Didn’t you know? His queen, Eanfleda, is said to be always surrounded by priests. Rumour has it that she’s so concerned for Oswy’s spiritual well-being that she won’t allow him into her bed until he converts. There’s the source of your trouble, Anselm. It’s not a problem I’ve ever encountered but it makes me even less enthusiastic about Christianity, if that’s what it does to women,” he smiled grimly. “When you go to Whitby keep an eye open for a pretty English princess for Gawain. Maybe we can seal a peace treaty with Oswy as well!” I picked up that Gawain was unsettled, if only for a fleeting moment. “I’ll talk to you again in the morning.” And with that he took his wife’s hand and led her to their bedchamber, across the room from her companions. “Gawain, arrange a chamber for our guest please.” I started to protest that my needs were easily satisfied, but Owain cut me short. “Don’t take any pious claptrap about being happy to sleep in a dungheap as it’s Lent and the dungheap is sinfully warm anyway. I’ll have him whipped if he doesn’t accept my hospitality. Tell him I mean it.” 
 
      
 
    Neither Ieuan nor Gawain could confirm Owain’s story about Eanfleda as truth but both had heard the rumour, and it was persistent. I would bear it in mind but act without preconceptions.  
 
      
 
    The celebration was still in full – or even fuller – swing and some of the revellers had collapsed where they sat. Those still upright were dancing or singing in discordant and conflicting groups around the hall. The fire was burning low but it would burn lower before the party was over and I hoped that the servants wouldn’t get too drunk to attend to the torches. Darkness and drunkenness could lead to something more than hangovers in the morning.  
 
      
 
    I ventured to press Gawain on a Strathclyde presence at the debate, repeating my belief that they, as the most powerful British Kingdom, could make a difference to the outcome.  
 
      
 
    “We’re not involved in the Christian churches’ arguments,” he replied. “We’re both concerned about the ambitions of the Romans but there is more than one way of keeping them at bay, especially as they come unarmed.” 
 
      
 
    “But you’re the King’s most trusted adviser, and surely –” 
 
      
 
    “Magister, my brother looks to me for counsel, not manipulation. He trusts my advice because he can trust me. We will discuss the matter further between ourselves and let you know our decision.”  
 
      
 
    I bowed my consent, finished my goblet of water and asked permission to retire. Gawain nodded his permission and ordered a servant to show me to my quarters. My protestations were waved aside.  
 
      
 
    “He does mean it, you know. He may have said it lightly but he’ll have you whipped if you defy him. Oswy’s not the only King with a temper.” He wished me a cordial good night and stood as I left. “But don’t be too concerned, he seems to have taken a liking to you.” As I was at the point of leaving, he called me back.

“There’s something I wanted to ask you,” he said, and rubbed his forehead, as if he had a headache. I asked if he was all right. “Nothing to worry about. You!” he called to a servant. “Get me some wine. The good stuff. Hurry.” He turned and looked at me, as if waiting for a question.

“You wanted to ask me something, my lord,” I prompted. He rubbed his head again and looked puzzled. The servant came up with a wooden goblet of wine. Gawain took a healthy draught from it.

“Yes. Yes I did. What was it?” he looked at me, hopefully. “What were we talking about? Oh yes – Oswy. Him and the Romans.” He paused for a moment and scanned the hall, looking for inspiration. At length, he shook his head. “I can’t for the life of me recall what it was. I’m sure I’ll remember, soon enough, if it was important.” He smiled, and bade me goodnight. Ieuan went with me as far as the door. 
 
      
 
    “Be careful, Ciaran,” I looked sharply at my old friend. “I’m sorry, Anselm. I will try to remember. Don’t push too hard. They don’t yet feel they have a real stake in the outcome of the Synod but I’m persuaded by what you said, added to what I already know. You Irish Christians and we Druids have a lot in common. The tide is flowing towards the Christians but I would salvage as much as I can of our ways. I would not see them pass away, especially not into the hands of foreign bishops,” he continued in Gaelic. “What they say about Eanfleda has truth: she is always accompanied by a Roman priest named Romanus. An insipid whisperer by all accounts, but he has great influence over her. Oswy wants an heir by her and she’s not provided him with one yet, although by-blows by the dozen are being brought up within his walls. Remember also that he comes of a devout family – his brother endowed the community at Lindisfarne. He won’t put her away.  
 
      
 
    “I am told that she favours a young priest called Wilfrid, who has her favour,” he continued. “The accounts I have say he’s clever, and very proud. He’s Abbott of Ripon Abbey. He has risen fast but perhaps not far enough for his ambition. Take care, Anselm, and warn Colman in Lindisfarne, he has more than his King to deal with.”  
 
      
 
    I thanked him and followed the servant to a small bedchamber. There was no reason why Ieuan should be aware that I already knew Wilfrid and something made me keep that information to myself.  
 
      
 
    I had learned a lot this evening. If forewarned was forearmed then I had been made a strong suit of armour. 
 
      
 
    I was pleased to see that there was a proper wooden door to my chamber as it would allow me to conduct my devotions in privacy. On entering I found a fire blazing merrily in the grate and a brushwood torch dripping fat onto the floor by it. The room was sparsely furnished, with a bed, a desk and chair, a small cabinet and a curtained-off alcove for hanging clothes and performing ablutions. There was an earthenware jug, filled with water, sitting in a bowl. It wasn’t much for a prince but it was more than my cell on Iona ever contained. There was even a shelf that held a few books in Latin, including a copy of St John’s Gospel. Gwriad, Owain’s predecessor as King of Strathclyde, was known for his philosophical inclinations almost as much as for his savagery in war. The light was insufficient for me to read anything but the largest and most brightly-illustrated script and so I was unable to make much of the small library. There were maps of the Island of Britain and, in more detail, the Kingdom of Strathclyde. There was a copy of the Meditations of Marcus Aurelius, the Roman emperor and persecutor of the Christians, and two translations of Greek plays. They were all clear of dust, so there was someone around who found them useful. 
 
      
 
    My inspection completed, I settled to commune with my Maker. I stood with my forearms loosely outstretched and with the palms upward, offered a prayer of thanks and dedication and then opened my mind to whatever God would send me. 
 
      
 
    On this occasion, it seemed, He sent not very much. I considered Eanfleda, Queen of Northumbria, and realised how little I knew of her. Beyond the fact that she was Mercian (not Kentish, although she had been raised in Kent), everything was rumour and conjecture - alloyed, perhaps, with a little prejudice. The British couldn’t be expected to be neutral in matters concerning the English, and anything that undermined them and their status would be played upon, highlighted, exaggerated and gossiped around until it bore little or no resemblance to the original person or their characteristics. I should know - in my former life I had been the subject of more wild stories than most outside a royal court. But the information had come from Owain and Ieuan, and neither of them struck me as given to gossip. No, not quite so: I was judging Ieuan by what I knew of him from the past. He seemed to have gained in deviousness with age, as the episode with the princesses of Fife demonstrated (so he had only recently become High Druid! that was why I was unaware! And what had happened to Dyfrig, his predecessor?), but that was only the clearest indication that my old friend and protector may have changed over the years. Divination, I thought. It can be done if you don’t have the Sight but the price had always been too high – or believed to be. What price had Ieuan paid? He appeared to be an old man. I would have to ask him… 
 
      
 
    The thought of Eanfleda drifted into my mind again. What should I think of her? Hilda, her sister, was the Abbess of Whitby and a powerful woman in her own right. She ran the monasteries according to the Celtic rule and it was she who’d been trusted to host the Synod. Two sisters in positions of power in the same Kingdom could give rise to conflict. Sibling rivalry was a powerful thing, as I knew - and it wasn’t restricted to males, not by a long chalk... 
 
      
 
    I offered thanks for the insights I had been granted and settled down to sleep. 
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    Friend No More 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Less than five hours later I woke up and prepared for my morning offices.  
 
      
 
    The sky outside my window was still pitch black; it was about three hours before dawn at this time of the year. In a few weeks’ time I would be making this office in the full light of day – on Iona, anyway. I’d not been disturbed by bad or intrusive dreams but I felt not quite alert. My head was still woolly. I hoped to be on my way reasonably early if the King would let me go. Perhaps I should breakfast on whatever I could find and leave. No, better not, that would be a profound discourtesy. But first I had to perform the morning office, even before lighting a lamp. The stars were bright enough for that. 
 
      
 
    I arose unsteadily and, looking out of the window, assumed my normal stance. I gazed out to the bejewelled sky but had got no further than “Lord, may all my thoughts, my words and my actions...” when one of the stars began to radiate jagged rainbows of light. It seemed to spread itself quite quickly into a ragged arch across much of my vision. It was difficult to focus on it and examine it closely because it seemed to be just off-centre of my eyeline wherever I looked. I was getting a headache trying to follow it. 
 
      
 
    The arc extended from the right-hand end and curled round until it formed an elongated and mis-shaped oval, still rainbow-coloured at the edge but the centre was filling with greenish light. I leaned forward to try and get a closer look. The edge of the circle expanded rapidly and 
 
      
 
    There was a Man there. I could see him through the branches. I could smell him, too. Men smelled so much it was almost more than I could bear to be this close. This one was alone, though, sitting outside the cave as he had on each of the two days I had been watching him. He seemed to be paying no attention, to be unaware of me, but I had to be careful with Men, very careful. They were cunning and sly and cruel. The old wounds on my back seemed to throb again. They reminded me of the sting of stones and the smart of fires. They feared me, I knew, and I feared them - but the smells kept drawing me back. Not the smells of the Men themselves - they were disgusting - but the food, the glorious smells of their food. I got so hungry: the animals seemed to know I was there, now, and had learned to hide from me when I was hungry.  
 
      
 
    Could they smell me too? Did I smell as much as Men?  
 
      
 
    I hated the Men. They hurt me and chased me away with fire when all I wanted was to get close to the fire and get warm, because I got so cold. I hated the Men. They were cruel. But the food, the food, the food. The smell of the food. It brought me back, kept bringing me back.  
 
      
 
    A squirrel came close to the Man, small and russet with a big tail. Too small for a proper meal but enough to take the edge off my hunger if I was starving, but they tasted of rats. It stood on its hind legs and sniffed hopefully at the Man’s plate. He said something and offered a nut. The squirrel was almost torn in two: it wanted the nut so much but it was frightened to come too close. The Man tossed it gently so that the squirrel could get it without coming too close, maybe - just out of arm’s reach but close enough for a sudden spring. 
 
      
 
    Don’t do it, I thought, don’t do it. Men are cunning and cruel and kill you just for fun. But the squirrel ran the couple of steps to where the nut lay and picked it up and started to eat it where he stood. Now the Man will spring out and catch the little squirrel and catch him and kill him, he’ll have him. But he didn’t.  
 
      
 
    Then the wind changed and it came off my own back. The squirrel looked my way and ran off up the nearest tree and off over the branches. The Man looked my way and purred and held out his plate with the food on it but I couldn’t smell it any more and I just snarled a growl of irritation, turned away and crept off through the bushes. 
 
      
 
    The next day there was a bowl of food about two paces from the Man and about four from the edge of the forest. It was cooked meat of some kind, mixed with herbs. It smelled good. It smelled wonderful, like a feast after a long hunt. But it was too close. I crept away through the trees. 
 
      
 
    The next day the bowl was further from the Man, but still too close. Over the next two days I had no luck in the forest and went back to the bushes just by the cave, ravenous with hunger. It was early morning and there was no food out. 

I tried my luck in the forest again: nothing. I went back to the cave and there was a bowl of freshly-cooked meat, just an arm’s length from the bushes and well away from the Man. I could see the steam rising from it and could smell the delicious smell. I stretched out a hand, quietly, quietly and snatched the food out of the bowl. It was hot and it burned my hand and I let out a small yelp I couldn’t stop myself and I ran back into the forest but I didn’t let go of the food, no matter that it burned me. It was a whole rabbit, young and tender and cooked with herbs and it was delicious. 
 
      
 
    The next day the bowl was not so close but the Man was standing up, head back and arms outstretched. The food wasn’t as hot and I had to step out of cover for only an instant to get it and run back into the forest again. 
 
      
 
    A few days later I had got used to it; the food just a little further away from the bushes and if I went at the right time the Man would be standing, head back, and he would pay no attention, not even if I rattled the bushes and snarled, so I sat by the bowl and ate the meat and the roots with it at my leisure.  
 
      
 
    It was raining in the morning and I was wet and cold. He had a fire, a warm fire, and was cooking something in a pan. I whimpered and the Man looked up towards the bush I was behind. He smiled and purred and I could make out some of what he was saying. He was calling me ‘Lockeran’. He stood and pointed at the cave and the fire and he brought the pan up to his face and smelled it and smiled at me. He wanted me to come to the fire. I hesitated and turned to go. The wind changed for a moment and the smell caught me and I turned again, back to the Man. I sneezed. Then I smelt the food again. The Man was purring again and I could understand him, I knew what he was saying. 
 
      
 
    “You’re going to catch your death of cold, out in this weather. Come in,” he said, “come in and get dry and warm.” 
 
      
 
    I wanted to get warm, I didn’t want to be cold and I was so, so hungry.  
 
      
 
    I could resist no more and I walked over to the monk, naked and dirty and stinking, with my rank and matted hair hanging half way down my back and my beard on my chest and I knew I was mad but I wasn’t as mad as I had been and I didn’t want to be an animal anymore. 
 
      
 
    The man who had brought me out of the woods and out of the hell of madness was Padhraig, the monk from Iona. He helped me back into the world, but not back to myself: not the self I had been. He cleaned me up and cut my hair. He gave me his spare robe to wear, the only other one he had, and repaired it when I tore it on the bushes. 

Under his guidance, I became Anselm. Monk of the community of Iona. 

“Remember this day. And now,” Padhraig said, with the smile that I knew so well, “you’d better answer that knock at the door. Be careful of what the world wants from you.” 
 
      
 
    I looked around in puzzlement at the rocks and bushes surrounding the pool and wondered what he meant, but then I saw it and laughed that I hadn’t noticed it before. There it was, a black wooden door set into the rock face across the shingle shore. Someone was knocking softly from the other side. I walked over and opened it and  
 
      
 
    there was Ieuan. 

I felt an enormous ache in my head and staggered over to the bed, followed by the Druid, who helped me to sit down. I felt a wave of sadness at the loss of my friend Padhraig, leavened with joy and there was the scent of apples. I held my head against the searing pain in it and lay down on my bed. 
 
      
 
    “Do you still carry the medicine?” Ieuan asked. I tried to nod, but the pain was too great. It would be easier to talk. 
 
      
 
    “Over there. Floor. In my bag,” I managed to whisper. Ieuan got the brown bottle out of the pack and poured a strong draught straight into my mouth. 
 
      
 
    “What did you See?” 
 
      
 
    “Padhraig.” He asked who Padhraig was. I took a moment before answering. The draft was working quickly, thank God, and after a moment I was able to sit up. He asked again who Padhraig was. 
 
      
 
    “My friend. More than that, my Soul-friend. My guide and counsellor. He brought me out of the woods, out of my madness and back to sanity. He baptised me into Christianity and introduced me to the Community at Iona. He’s dead. Just. I smelled the apples. He’s gone to Emain Avallach[7].” 
 
      
 
    As the headache subsided I offered a prayer for the repose of my friend’s soul. Ieuan responded with a quick ‘Amen’. I expect he silently offered a prayer to Danu, his own goddess, just to be on the safe side. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    6 
 
      
 
    Ieuan 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “What time is it?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Early. A couple of hours before dawn,” Ieuan replied. I sighed and shook my head. Very little time had passed during this Vision; on other occasions, an apparently short one could take hours. There was no logic to it at all. “I knew you rose early for your morning devotions. Have you finished? Shall I leave you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve finished for the moment. God has been speaking to me with a loud trumpet blast, and I think He’ll allow me time to recover.” Food would help, so we went to seek out a light breakfast. It was still cold but the kitchen was warm. The great cooking-fire was kept in all night; it and the other in the hall were the main sources of heat in the fortress. When the when late winter sun gave only watery light and little warmth, both were essential. The castle walls were three or four feet thick and stone takes a while to heat up. Once warmed, they hold heat for a long time but four months of the northern winter gave more than enough for them to cool off. It was still cold but without the two fires it would have been damp and unhealthy, even worse than a cave. Belligerent neighbours required a fit troop of warriors. The fires would be kept burning round the clock till nearly midsummer.  
 
      
 
    The big kitchen was used for storage, preparation and cooking. Foods that had to be kept cool were racked in coldstores off it; fresh vegetables and bread were kept within the kitchen. Drying racks and smoking hooks crowded the space in and around the fireplace. We found a loaf of bread to share, an apple each from the dwindling store and a pitcher of fresh, icy water.  
 
      
 
    We sat down at the big table and I reminded Ieuan of our brief words of the night before. The only light came from the fire, but it was enough for me to read his face. It was important to me that I could, as it assisted in divining the truth of what was being said to me. It was force of habit.  
 
      
 
    He warned me to take care in my relations with Owain and Gawain, that they were intelligent but proud, and were used to taking their own decisions. Too much pressure would be counter-productive; Owain would not tolerate manipulation, he said, and smiled when I asked whether he had remained above manipulation in the case of the Fife settlement. 
 
      
 
    “Ah. That,” he said. “Yes, I used a spell to manipulate the situation. It is quite easy with Owain; he always looks you straight in the eye and listens very carefully to what you are saying.” 
 
      
 
    “So what did you do?” 
 
      
 
    “I might as well tell you all, I suppose, otherwise you’ll just badger me until I confess.” He grinned and explained that he cast a vision-spell on the king and his nephews so that they would find everyone in Fife visually repulsive and overpoweringly smelly. It came into effect as soon as he uttered a Phrase of Power, unnoticeable to all but the knowledgeable - and not to many of them! Their escort were at a loss to understand why Owain was so uncomfortable at the Fife courts. They all thought the women were perfectly acceptable, he reported. Even I couldn’t resist a chuckle at the thought of the scene. It was quite funny but I queried if it was something he was accustomed to doing. 
 
      
 
    He swore he used this power very rarely and promised that the king was his own man in most things - including his installation as High Druid. Fife was a situation where action had to be taken, not discussed. He had heard of Fife’s machinations from contacts in Lothian and came to the conclusion that they were devious and untrustworthy.  
 
      
 
    “I did it in the best interests of Strathclyde and Alba - and even Dalriada, though they’re no friends of ours,” he said. “We share a two hundred-mile border with Northumbria and it’s tested daily. Oswy wants us weak and divided: the English want our lands for themselves. They’d enslave us. Anyway,” he continued before I could interject, “I have no qualms about using my knowledge and powers for the good of my people. You may be a bit more particular. Maybe you can afford to be.” Privately, I had to concede that I might, in the extremity, manipulate as Ieuan had done. I was still uncomfortable about it, though. Each person has to work out their own destiny, I believed; interfering to the extent that Ieuan had was to eliminate the freedom to choose. I used to make my living imposing the will of whoever my employer was on others, at swordpoint, that old life was behind me; those days as Prince Ciaran the Damned were long gone. 
 
      
 
    “So now there is a strong alliance in the north,” I said. More a statement than a question.  
 
      
 
    “I would have thought that you would have welcomed that. Don’t the Christians want peace? Don’t begrudge us that, my friend, just because it isn’t the peace of Christ,” he said.  
 
      
 
    “How long will it last?” 
 
      
 
    “As long as it lasts,” he shrugged.  
 
      
 
    “And the love that Owain and Gruach have for one another? Is that the result of some Druid love-potion?” He assured me that he had nothing to do with it. I queried whether that was always the case. 
 
      
 
    “Their love is genuine. It wouldn’t survive if it was otherwise. Love-potions aren’t known for their long-term efficiency. A night of passion can be guaranteed but a lifetime of devotion - no.” 
 
      
 
    “So such a thing wouldn’t work for Gawain and a Powys Princess - or any princess, come to that?” Ieuan looked up sharply. 
 
      
 
    “When did you guess?” 
 
      
 
    “The first time I saw him, and I didn’t guess. It’s part of my Gift, remember; the ability to divine true nature.” 
 
      
 
    “I hadn’t forgotten. But you’ve grown sharp over the years. We’ll all have to be careful around you, Ciar- sorry, Anselm.” He smiled and went on. “I don’t believe anyone else realises – no-one who matters, anyway. How can that be? A potion can sustain a night of passion even between incompatibles, as I said. He can perform well enough to satisfy the curiosity of his lustful warriors, when necessary. He has a reputation for restraint, that’s all.” 
 
      
 
    “And his real needs? How do you help him to satisfy them and yet keep his secret?” 
 
      
 
    “A forgetting-spell. Simple, but effective.” This response was as sharp as my own enquiries. Maybe I had become more judgmental but I was wondering if Ieuan was forcing others to serve his ends. I hesitated a moment. The discussion was getting awkward but I was resolved to get an answer. 
 
      
 
    “So, you connive at rape?” I asked, and not gently. 
 
      
 
    “No. No I do not,” he replied, with a flash of anger. “The young men are willing. All I do is make them forget what has occurred so that they can’t blackmail Gawain. You really should know me better than that.” 
 
      
 
    I offered a kind of apology but I was still uneasy. Why, I couldn’t work out. My mind had been set at rest about the manipulation of Owain, his marriage and even Gawain’s position. Ieuan still seemed to be genuinely friendly towards me but he looked so old. He was being worn down by something. What it was would emerge in good time, I decided.  
 
      
 
    “I take it that Owain doesn’t know about Gawain? I don’t suppose he would have mentioned anything about a state marriage if he did.” Ieuan shook his head in agreement. 
 
      
 
    “No, he has no idea. Gawain is tortured by his nature. He’s never accepted it or learned to live with it, as I have. And no, he and I have not lain together. I’m too old for him. Always have been and besides,” he sighed before continuing, “I achieved celibacy a long time ago and wouldn’t easily surrender it. I would not go through that fight again.” 
 
      
 
    We moved on and soon took to talking about old times, when we were together at the Druid training school at Innisgarbh, the Isle of Rock. Coivin, my foster-brother and Dark Twin, and I had arrived at Innisgarbh at just eight years of age. We quickly learned that it was a harsh place, where punishment was the norm. We were beaten for failing our classes, for doing our lessons too well, for cheeking our teachers if we answered them, and for our silence if we did not. And there was a cohort, led by an ollamh[8] named Lucius, that abused and exploited the youngsters in their care. There was even more to them than that, as I would find out, years later. A deep corruption that led them into monstrous evil. You could say they were seduced by the ‘dark side’ but the truth was: they embraced it. They rushed eagerly into its maw. They may have been as enthusiastic even if they had not been granted the power and influence they believed was their due. They revelled in it.

But that was not to be revealed for years.
  
 
    It was Ieuan who had witnessed my first episode of the Sight. I had no idea what was happening; he knew exactly what was going on and took me to the right people for help and support. He had been my friend for the rest of my time through Innisgarbh. So far as he could, he had protected me from the attentions of Lucius, his ally Cormac and the rest of their gang, who would have used me and my Gift for ends that can only be described as the very depths of evil, as was made unarguably clear by what was uncovered at the Ballaugh, on Manannan’s Isle[9].  
 
      
 
    He had also hidden me, provided me with shelter and got me out of Ireland after I had murdered Coivin, my cousin, Dark Twin and prince of Donegal, who I had killed to protect a young woman he was about to rape. The act could be regarded as justifiable but I carried the burden of guilt. I would still ask myself now if there was anything else I could have done, short of killing him. I could not see a way but I still looked for it. 
 
      
 
    All that was a long time ago. Thirty years since I last saw Ieuan, as I set sail from a small harbour in Antrim for the kingdom of Strathclyde, on the mainland of Britain. A lot of water had flowed under many bridges since then. My destiny had taken me to Rome, Spain, the kingdoms of the Franks, to triumph and disaster, as a mercenary, Seer, bodyguard and assassin, to madness after defeat at the Winwaed[10], and now to my life as a monk with a new name and very different objectives and desires. 

I had thought about Ieuan from time to time down the years and wondered what had happened to him. I knew the old man in front of me was him but it was still hard to fully accept it. Time had treated us very differently. 
 
      
 
    We talked about the people we’d known and what had become of them, who had died, who had survived, who was a druid and in what kingdom, the converts to Christianity and so on.  
 
      
 
    I raised the bad times first, that poison tree that was rooted in Innisgarbh. 
 
      
 
    “You remember Lucius?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “Lucius?” Ieuan was contemptuous. “He was exiled after you left. He was sent to Manannan’s Isle, in the Inner Sea[11]. They thought he could be controlled, there.” 
 
      
 
    “They were wrong. You knew that?” 
 
      
 
    “I heard something of it,” he shrugged, and looked away. This was strange and I was just about to ask him about it when he looked me straight in the eye again. “I heard that he and his coven were completely destroyed and that it cost a lot of lives to do so – both Druid and Christian, I heard. I also heard that the forces that defeated him were led by a young man who had powers the others could not conceive of. That was you, wasn’t it?”

“Yes it was,” I said. Lucius had established a coven devoted to Cromm Cruaich, the devil-god, the eater of children. He had begun his work at Innisgarbh and had sowed confusion in the place. He and his followers had cast a distraction spell that turned attention away from the cause of the errors, irritations and mistakes that plagued it; him and his followers – they were the cause of all the disruption and upset. He was on the verge of taking it over completely and would have succeeded, had it not been for a remarkable stroke of luck. Our uncle, Conor, arrived to take Coivin and myself back to Donegal, after ten years away. He saved us from being beaten to death by Lucius, along with two of his followers. Even then, what had been going on was not understood until we returned to Donegal. Ieuan had accompanied us and he mentioned to Rogh, the kingdom’s High Druid, that his mind felt clearer, now he was away from Innisgarbh. Rogh grasped the significance immediately and gathered a troop of Ireland’s most powerful druids. They arrived at Innisgarbh as a small army, broke the spell and overthrew the coven. Exile followed for some, imprisonment for others. Lucius should not have been able to do anything on Innis Vannin[12] but he clearly managed to seduce his gaolers to his cause. I told Ieuan everything about the confrontation at the Ballaugh. 
 
      
 
    “I was called by Diarmuid – you remember him?” I asked. 
 
      
 
    “He was your protector for a while. He left to join the Christians,” he said. There might have been an edge to his reply but I thought nothing of it. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Well, I received a summons from him. I was reluctant to respond. It had been a long time – ten years – since I fled Donegal, after I had killed Coivin. I was inclined to think that the affairs of the Druids back there were nothing to do with me. 
 
      
 
    “Where were you when you got the summons?”

“A long way away, near the Middle Sea, which the Romans called the Mare Nostrum[13]. I had been engaged as a battle advisor. It paid quite well,” I paused and remembered, but only briefly. “I took some persuading. I was still very much a wanted man; my cousins in Donegal were after my blood. Diarmuid arranged and guaranteed safe passage, there and back to Rome, if I wanted. Several others, both Druid and Christians added their voices.”

“Why you?”

“They said I was the one who could focus their combined powers. And because I had encountered Lucius before, when he wasn’t as powerful as he became, I had some immunity to him.” Ieuan nodded.  
 
      
 
    “So you went.”

“Yes. It took me nearly three weeks to get there. I was worried that I might have missed everything. I needn’t have been concerned,” I smiled, “I arrived two mornings after Diarmuid and his allies had sent the summons to me.” Ieuan smiled in his turn and observed how irrelevant Time really is, or how the Otherworld ignores the rules when it feels so inclined.  
 
      
 
    “You won the battle – but at a cost, I think.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. We lost a lot of good and brave people. Diarmuid and Amergin died – yes, Amergin was there.” He had been the principal of Innisgarbh when Ieuan and I were there. Several others died, too, Christians and Druids alike. “I didn’t know most of them. Hardly even got the chance to meet them. They were just forces to be harnessed and thrown into the battle. Lucius and company had grown very powerful – they had engaged in human sacrifice. Did you know?” he nodded, briefly. “It gives great power but the cost – the cost is abominable. Those people were willing to risk everything to defeat it. I didn’t know them but they were very brave. Very brave. They knew what they were risking and they did it anyway. And the madness – madness claimed more. I could help some but others… they were lost. I don’t know if they ever recovered. I don’t think so.” 
 
      
 
    “And you? What cost to you?” I looked up, sharply. If I didn’t know better I would have thought he knew. But how could he?

“What about you?” I responded. “You weren’t there. Where were you?” Another shadow flickered across his face.

“I was in Benoic[14],” he replied. Suddenly, I realised the price he had paid for helping me, all those years ago. He had been exiled. Somehow, they had found out that he had helped me. 
 
      
 
    “Amergin intervened to spare me death or expulsion from the order but I was exiled.” I hadn’t known but I was still deeply apologetic. “It was going to be for life but the Ballaugh changed that. My accusers were all dead. Or insane. The core of our craft had been shattered. There were so few left,” he said, and looked down. Some shadows in a corner of the room caught my attention for a moment. I was drawn back when he continued speaking. “I was needed. So the exile was lifted. But you – what did it cost you?” 
 
      
 
    I had been hurt, as badly as if I had taken a physical beating. I needed time to recover but my safe passage only applied for a short time. Without Diarmuid and Amergin to speak up for me I couldn’t stay and recover on Innis Vannin. I was taken to Ynys Witrin[15]; the women there restored me to health.” I almost mentioned Morwenna and Siân, the daughter we conceived together, but something else occurred to me. “Were you not called?” I asked Ieuan. He shook his head, and so then did I. “Strange. We needed every ounce of help we could get.”

“I might not have been here if I had,” he said.

“Of course you would. You are a Healer; you wouldn’t have been in the front line of the battle.”

“Yes,” he replied, sharply. “Just a Healer. I would have been kept out of harm’s way.”

“Ieuan, being a Healer is a great thing – greater than my own Gift, I think. I was needed for a day; long after I had gone and been forgotten, people would have been praising you. I might have gained some respect – probably fearful; you would have gained their love.” A thought seemed to occur to me but it danced, tantalisingly, just out of my reach; I couldn’t quite bring it into focus. Ieuan spoke again and I stopped bothering about it.

“It took you some time to recover – longer than you thought? What did it do to your character?” I squirmed a little at this, in embarrassment.  
 
      
 
    “Not much good. Once I recovered I began to think of myself as invincible. I wasn’t the best swordsman but no-one could beat me. I wasn’t a king but no opposing army could overcome the forces I helped. If I wanted a woman I could have one. I killed for the slightest offence. I lost empathy. I became very arrogant, and my arrogance led to my defeat. It nearly killed me.”

“I thought it had killed you. I thought you were dead, long since. It was only yesterday that I learned you were still alive. The troop came to the castle to tell us you were on your way and I realised that it was you.” He paused and then went on. “I heard that you’d died years ago. At that battle when Northumbria beat Mercia and got itself domination over the English – the Winwaed.” He looked away momentarily, and rubbed his neck again. I wondered for the briefest of moments and then told him how I was nearly killed but instead went mad and ran off into the hills. 

“When I came out of my madness I had no idea where I had been.” He asked where I had emerged and what had brought me round. “In the mountains of Rheged[16], more than a hundred miles from Winwaed. It was Padhraig who brought me out – my friend who died last night. I mentioned it, I think? No matter if I didn’t. It was he who managed it. He tempted me out with food, like the savage beast I had become.”

“But you survived the madness. Most people don’t. Most people are paralysed with fear.” Something bothered me. Something about what he’d just said. Before I could think about it he asked me what had happened at the Winwaed, how I had been beaten.

“The Northumbrians – Oswy’s army – had three Seers with it. I think they were Seers, because they were able to attack me in the Otherworld. And they were able to keep themselves hidden.” I explained that I had been shot at by an archer I couldn’t even see, while I was inhabiting a pigeon and spying on Oswy’s camp. “I confronted two of them and beat them. They weren’t very skilled. What I do know is…” I took a breath. “They were using human sacrifice. I could feel the impact, every time a life was snuffed out, and they grew in power whenever it happened. It was shocking. Truly shocking. I think that gave them a Seer’s power. But it was, in the end, no match for mine.” 
 
      
 
    “How did you beat them?”

“I cut one adrift in the Otherworld – I ripped his psychic umbilicus. He couldn’t find his way back. The other one –“ I took another deep breath. I didn’t like to remember this. “He starved to death. I locked him in an unjointed, adamantine box. He didn’t have the skill to get out. When I won I forgot about him. I would have remembered in time but I underestimated the third one. Then I went mad and didn’t remember the one in the box until a year or so later.” 

“What about the third?”

“He very nearly beat me. Something called the Blood Red Game. It was like a tidal wave of blood, charging at me in the Otherworld. It was intended to make me flee – it was quite terrifying.” He asked why I hadn’t run. The answer was: arrogance. I thought I was invincible.

“Rather than run, I dived through it, though it burned my flesh like acid. I came through the other side and was able to cut my assailant in his neck, through the artery. The attack ended, but he wasn’t dead. He got me a few minutes later – turned me against myself, threw me into madness, with a last burst of effort.” He asked if I recognised those attackers. I told him I had never seen them before in my life.

“But what about the third one? Had you ever seen him before?” 
 
      
 
    The answer was no – or rather, that I didn’t know if I recognised him or not. His face was hooded and obscured by shadow. He obviously didn’t want to be seen.

“So you have no idea who beat you?” I shook my head. “Doesn’t that worry you? It could be anyone.”

“But why would whoever it was be looking for me? I’m not looking for him. What threat do I present? A monk of the Community in Iona?” I smiled, a little ruefully. In my previous life, Prince Ciaran the Damned had been a name to frighten children and to make even the strongest warrior take more care and set an extra guard if there was the slightest whisper that I was in the vicinity. But that was a long time ago. These days, I often had to borrow a knife to cut my meat. “Anyway, he only just managed to get to me. He is probably dead, himself.” 
 
      
 
    “How long have you been at Iona?” 
 
      
 
    “Eight years. It’s nine years since Winwaed – nearly ten. It took me a year to come out of my madness and then I had to Iona. So eight years on the island.”

“Nearly ten years since Winwaed. That’s almost as long as -”

“Your exile?” I interrupted him. He nodded. “What a coincidence!” I smiled but his expression barely changed. “I hope you don’t hold it against me any more? Have the scales of justice not been balanced?”

“No, of course I don’t hold it against you,” he replied, but without a smile. “I made my decision. If I was presented with the same situation again – a fleeing fugitive, one who had been my friend – I think I would do the same again. I expect so. We make our choices and bear the consequences.” He leaned his head on his right hand, resting his elbow on the table, and lightly massaged his neck. A bit of tension, or maybe tiredness. It had been a late night and early morning and he was old and frail before his time. I felt something in the pit of my stomach but I couldn’t put my finger on why. I knew my feelings well enough to pay them attention but I could bring nothing to mind that I should be worried about. But there was something.

“Ieuan, how did you know about me and the Winwaed? I arrived only a couple of days before the battle – not long enough to establish my normal reign of terror!” I snorted. “And Penda’s army was utterly destroyed, so there was no-one to carry word anywhere. You weren’t there, were you?” He looked up at me, sharply. My head twinged, momentarily – a reminder of that dreadful time. “No, you can’t have been. I would have heard if you were with Penda’s army, so you definitely weren’t on that side. And you wouldn’t have been with Oswy; he is a Christian and very much against the Old Ways. How did you find out that I was there?” Ieuan looked away, as if trying to remember. He rested his jaw on his right hand and stroked himself a little. I felt my head getting a bit fuzzy again and took another small draft of my medicine against the pain.

“Such an event as you described – two deaths for certain, in battle, along with the shattering of your own psyche – such things trigger a disturbance in the Otherworld,” he said. “I expect everyone with any Gift felt something, even if it was just an ill feeling to wake the simple in the night. I searched for where the ripple started. With a bit of help, I found out where and something of what had happened.” 

I was reassured by this. It was perfectly logical. Of course my passing had triggered a reaction in the Otherworld. It may even have looked like death. I had been dead, for all practical purposes, for months, until Padhraig brought me back to my senses. And he hadn’t known who I was. Even as far as I was concerned, Prince Ciaran the Damned was dead. I hadn’t used that old name for nearly a decade and nor had anyone else. I had a new life and new tasks, which didn’t involve the sword or forays into battle in the Otherworld. 
 
      
 
    It was a perfectly innocent explanation. I was relieved; we moved on, after touching on my murder of Coivin, the reason for my exile. 
 
      
 
    “I doubt if they care any more. It was thirty years ago, Ciaran.” 

“Anselm,” I said. “My name is Anselm.” 
 
      
 
    “Anselm, then. Are you still carrying the burden?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s still with me but it doesn’t crush me any more,” I said. “I am different, now. My new name is a sign of the difference in me.” 
 
      
 
    “Born again and washed clean in the Blood of the Lamb.” 
 
      
 
    “That’s what they say,” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “No-one would recognise you, now. Who would see a prince of Donegal in Anselm, monk of Iona?” This time, I shrugged. I preferred not to find out. 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything you would kill for now? We know about Ciaran but what does Anselm of Iona believe in strongly enough to kill for?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “I can’t think of anything,” I replied, and that set us off down another road of discussion. Self-sacrifice. Standing up for the defenceless, speaking up for the voiceless; at what point would a Christian monk kill another human being? To defend what? I couldn’t think of anything, and I told him so. Through all his hypothetical scenarios, which got ever more ridiculous, to the point of laughter.  
 
      
 
    “You haven’t been practicing your Craft these last eight years, have you?” he asked. I shook my head.

“Not really, no.”

“Would you be able to withstand another Blood Red Game, do you think?” I thought about it and my head nagged at me a little, just to remind me.

“I know what you mean but I think I would, yes,” I said. “I don’t have the arrogance of Prince Ciaran but I have something more valuable, I think: experience. I have been through it once already. I know what to expect. And, of course – I won. It wouldn’t be trying to do better than I did last time; I would go in knowing that I could do it. It was after I had won the Blood Red Game that I was nearly killed.” 
 
      
 
    He smiled and went back to his game. More and more outlandish, convoluted and unlikely examples, intended to tempt beyond breaking point a Christian monk’s commitment to peace. I would not be broken.

“There is enough death in this world, without me adding to it,” I said. 
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    The Dead Past 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The kitchen staff arrived just before dawn and made it clear that they wished to get on with their work. The cook, a woman with a strong red face above an extremely large body, finally shooed us away. 
 
      
 
    “I fear a hungry king more even than two angry druids, with respects to you both, fathers. The king can cut off my head if he is displeased and I ain’t one of them Christian saints who can put it back on with no harm done. The worst you can do is turn me into a frog. That wouldn’t cause me any great discomfort. I could live on a lily pad.” 
 
      
 
    “If it didn’t sink,” came the almost inaudible reply from one of the staff. Ieuan and I took our leave of the apoplectic cook, and left her to discipline her troops. We had no doubt she would be firm but we weren’t at all sure she would be fair. The servants and slaves were in for a bad morning. 
 
      
 
    The sky was beginning to lighten as we stepped out into the courtyard. We stopped to contemplate the dawn but our silent prayers were, doubtless, very different.  
 
      
 
    The stables and outhouses in the yard were stirring into early morning life; the fortress was getting to work. As we climbed the raised walkway to the wall we saw, below us, an apprentice and his older colleague rekindling the blacksmith’s fire. The younger complained that he always had to spend all day at the bellows and he was tired of it; his colleague sneered that such a menial task was all that he could be trusted with. The yard echoed with the sound of the milkmaids’ iron-bound leather buckets being slung into place under the cows. The herdmaster encouraged his sheep with their new lambs and cattle with their calves from their byres and out into the yard and from there outside the castle to the hill pasture. The kitchen door was thrown open and a senior servant bellowed to no-one in particular for a hand of pork for the king’s breakfast. It was a scene whose noise and clatter indicated that Strathclyde - this part of it, at least - was at peace for the moment. 
 
      
 
    The perimeter wall was not very tall, about fifteen feet, but the view showed why it didn’t need to be. The fortress stood on top of a rock that rose sharply from the narrow coastal plain on the estuary of the Clyde, the river that gave the kingdom its name. From here, Owain’s guards could see many miles upriver and downstream to the east, the south and north, and quite a way to the north as well. Invaders could be spotted hours before they got anywhere close. Even on foggy days (which were by no means either unknown or rare) the task of an attacker would be well-nigh impossible, because of the terrain. A seaborne assault would be faced with cliffs several dozen yards high,that wrapped round three sides. The route up the fourth filed its way up through a narrow cleft between the two halves of Dumbarton Rock, over steep and uneven ground patrolled by palisades and pits. The road to the fortress itself wound its way back and fore up this last approach. It was a killing field. Strathclyde was as secure as it could be from external forces. 
 
      
 
    The hill stood isolated from the range that rose inland, hemming in the Long Tarn[17] like a sentry on picket-duty - or a lone rearguard, perhaps.  
 
      
 
    I had Seen a blonde tidal wave wash over most of the south - only to break on the mountains. Maybe Strathclyde would survive the final assault, whenever it came. Maybe it had already: hadn’t the two brothers and their uncle driven the English back eastwards over the mountains in the south of their kingdom? 
 
      
 
    These were thoughts that could not be resolved at the moment and so should be left for another day. For now, there were other matters on my mind, principally concerning Ieuan and, at the risk of upsetting him again, I remembered something that felt impelled to raise. 
 
      
 
    “Ieuan,” I started, “there is something that has been bothering me since last night. I must ask you about it.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, do so. I would rather there was nothing between us that would affect our friendship. What is it?” 
 
      
 
    I sighed and looked over the river to the far shore before continuing. Nothing was coming to my rescue. I had to deal with it on my own. I turned to my friend and looked him squarely in the eye. 
 
      
 
    “Owain mentioned last night that you had Divined that no harm would come to him at Scone.” It was Ieuan’s turn to stiffen. He averted his head for a moment, then faced me squarely in his turn. I continued. “Divination comes with the Sight. I have heard of it being raised but only by way of immense effort and great risk, of real danger, when it wasn’t. But you don’t have the Sight, I know you don’t. It was always a source of anguish to you. What’s going on? How are you Divining?” 
 
      
 
    The druid smiled and said about the worst thing I could have heard. He was looking directly at me, deep into my eyes. His own had lost their dullness and seemed to glow. 
 
      
 
    “Come now, my prince of Donegal, - “ he was about to continue but I turned away. There was silence while I gazed across the water. My stomach was hollow and I felt sick. I didn’t trust myself to say a word. Ieuan said nothing: the only sound from him was a heavy sigh, then another. I spoke first, but after a long time. 
 
      
 
    “Ieuan, I know about the phrase of power that used to control me.” 
 
      
 
    There was a pause, which became a silence. It stretched for minutes and minutes before Ieuan finally spoke again. 
 
      
 
    “How?” 
 
      
 
    “By accident. On Iona, one evening when Padhraig and the Abbot and I were talking. They both knew about my history - we were talking about nothing in particular. It was just chatter. I said something; Padhraig repeated the phrase jokingly. He knew nothing of its power - nor did I of course - but I snapped into a trance. It took hours to get me out of it. It was very strong, and I was lucky that there was an older monk there who had been a High Druid. He was very skilled but it took even him most of the night to break the spell. But he did. And now,” I turned again to face my friend, to look him squarely in the eye again, “it has no power over me at all. Other than the power to make me feel desperately, desperately sad and concerned at hearing it now, from your lips, right now. 
 
      
 
    “Ieuan, what are you hiding? What is it that is so terrible that you would use a forgetting-spell on me - on me,” I punched my own chest with a clenched fist, and my words came thickly, “here, and now, after I’ve asked you about this new Power of yours. What is it, Ieuan?” 
 
      
 
    Again, he said nothing for some time. He was looking away, across the river, as if seeking assistance himself. At length he spoke, without facing me. 
 
      
 
    “You wouldn’t understand,” he said softly. “You are a Christian, and you have the Sight,” a bitter laugh. “A Christian with the Sight. The gods play games with us Anselm, they play games with all of us. We are their puppets, their shadow play, their mummery to help pass Eternity. The Sight!” he sighed. “The Sight! A Gift from the old gods to their people. Their people. Not you followers of your dead God.” 
 
      
 
    “He rose from the dead, Ieuan.” The bitter laugh again. 
 
      
 
    “Risen with healing in his wings: oh yes, I know. And forgiveness, too. Did he forgive those who killed Him? Do you think He could? Or would?” 
 
      
 
    “He came for us all, Ieuan, with hope and forgiveness for all who repent.” 
 
      
 
    “Repent!” he snorted. “Repentance! Forgiveness! A deathbed story to fool the gullible. Forgiveness for all! And all you have to say is ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t really mean it’ and you get forgiveness! I wish it could be so, but I’ve seen things for which there can be no forgiveness, not from a multitude of dead gods and a myriad of Resurrections. Give me an honest sinner who will jump into your Christian Pit sooner than a deathbed repentance. No Anselm,” he sighed and continued, “the gods roll their dice and we pay the losers’ share, and Heaven rocks with their laughter. The Earth trembles, and they just laugh. They just laugh. They play games, that’s all.” 
 
      
 
    “This is the voice of despair, Ieuan. The Devil’s work. Tell me what you’ve done, open your heart to me: ease your mind, at least. There is forgiveness, no matter what you’ve done.” 
 
      
 
    “Did he forgive Judas, his betrayer? How would you know? How could He? Don’t your own teachings say that, despite his remorse, despite hanging himself as he tried to make amends, he is condemned to the deepest circle of Hell. Don’t they?” 
 
      
 
    “That was remorse, yes. In the madness of his remorse he took his own life and compounded the original offence.” I wanted to continue, but we were interrupted. 
 
      
 
    “I beg your pardon for the intrusion, Magister,” I turned to see one of the King’s servants, breathless and red-faced. I remembered from the night before. “King Owain asks that you come to see him as soon as you can. I’ve been looking for you for half an hour, so if you could come urgently it would be for the best.” I turned back to Ieuan and was going to speak, but he cut me short. He was silent for some moments. A shuddering sigh went through him and he raised his old man’s face to the sky, eyes closed. His veins showed clearly on his eyelids, they were crooked ridges running across them. The tendons in his neck stuck out like tent-ropes slung with slack fabric and his mouth twitched, disturbing the harsh line he’d drawn with his lips.  
 
      
 
    “Go on Anselm. The king is not a patient man. And I’m not in the mood for talking any more. Go to Owain, now. I’ll see you later, maybe.” I began to protest, but the moment had passed. He turned his back on me. I went with the servant, muttering some un-monklike curses under my breath. As I reached the castle door I looked back and saw Ieuan still there on the walls, leaning heavily on his staff, gazing across the water and looking very old.  
 
      
 
    Fortunately, it was quite a walk from the wall to the king’s chambers. By the time we arrived I had had the time to compose myself sufficiently to face anything he might throw at me - or so I thought. The servant knocked on the door, it was opened, and I was ushered in. The audience room was much the same as the night before, except that Owain and Gruach were sitting either side of the fire and there was no sign of Gawain. Owain was smiling as he stood to greet me, but his wife seemed less cheerful than when we had last met. 
 
      
 
    “Magister Anselm! I’m pleased to see you. Come in. My servants told me they couldn’t find you and I feared you had crept off and left us.” I explained where I’d been, though not the subject of my conversation with Ieuan. He waved a hand. “Fine, fine. Be that as it may, I’m glad you’re still here. You had a lot to talk about with your old friend, I understand, and there is much we have to discuss before you go on your way.” I had hoped to be on the road before the sun was old but it seemed I would be frustrated. “Get the Magister a chair, put it by the fire, here, then you may leave us. All of you. Sit down, Anselm.” The servants did as they were told, and I sat down. 
 
      
 
    “Gruach and I were discussing honour, Anselm. She’s of the opinion that there are few honourable men about, and that their number dwindles to nothing when put to the test. I was telling her the tale of the Britons of Dumnonia, how their king, Arthur, became High King of all the British, organised the resistance to the Saxon hordes and instituted an order of knights to protect the people of the realm. Not just the lords and princes, but the people themselves.” Owain was animated, excited.  
 
      
 
    “These kings and princes met at a Round Table, the story goes, round so that no-one was at the head and none was at the foot. No precedence or pride, you see. And in the time of peace that this King Arthur won - in alliance with the other British, of course - he persuaded them that they should go about doing good deeds, rescuing maidens from dragons, overthrowing tyrannical Lords and the like. Wasn’t that noble, my love?” 
 
      
 
    “I know the tales,” Gruach replied, with barely-concealed impatience. “Most of them are old, older than this Arthur. They’re fairy stories for children. I also know that his Kingdom collapsed in Civil War, a squalid fight between the king and his nephew I believe. That doesn’t strike me as very honourable at all.” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, that’s true, or so I hear. But it was the aim of his rule that was important. The generosity, protection of the weak, all of that. That’s what was important.” 
 
      
 
    “But he’s dead, my lord, and we are still beset by English, and Saxons - and others besides, begging your pardon, Anselm.” I waved away any offence. “And these great ideals seem to have died with him. He wasn’t prepared to make the ultimate sacrifice and give up his kingdom when he was old, and a younger, fitter and - dare I say - more popular man arose.” 
 
      
 
    “So if he’d given up his kingdom, you would have regarded him as noble and honourable?” 
 
      
 
    “If he’d been prepared to do so perhaps his much-proclaimed ideals would have outlasted his youth and vigour and power, so yes.” 
 
      
 
    “And that’s how you would judge true honour?” 
 
      
 
    “It would be an indication of true honour, yes.” I was feeling uneasy at the direction the conversation was taking. The King was itching to put one over on his wife, for whatever reason. She was aware of it, too, and was annoyed. 
 
      
 
    “You show me one man - not a god, or a legend out of the mists of time, but a man, an ordinary man, who was prepared to give up all he had for honour, then I will believe it is alive somewhere, though maybe not here, my Lord.” Owain was too euphoric to notice the barb. His leg was jiggling in excitement as he neared his goal. I wanted to leave, and asked permission to do so. 
 
      
 
    “Stay there, Anselm. I want you to stay. We’ll talk of other things in a moment, but I want to tell this tale.” He was still young, and arrogant with it, for all his intelligence, I thought, and I hoped the Queen would forgive him. “Let me tell you a story. A true story. 
 
      
 
    “There was a man in a country across the sea from here. He was a prince and, in the custom of his people, he had been brought up from an early age to be a co-ruler of his kingdom with his brother - or rather, foster brother - but rather like Gawain and me. In fact, I got the idea from this tale. The two boys were raised together from the time they were babies at the breast. They were born at the same hour, and were known as Dark Twins - not actual twins, but babies born at the same time. They played together, cried together, laughed and fought together, as little boys do. One was to be the warrior, leader in war, the other was to be the law-giver and principal ruler in peacetime. Quite a good idea, as it meant that the kingdom would never be without a king, even if the warrior was killed in battle or the law-giver died somehow.” He went on to relate my own boyhood and studentship at Innisgarbh and Donegal. I tried to stop him several times, or to leave, but Owain would have none of it. He ploughed on to the end, finishing with a detailed description of my killing of Coivin. He could only have learned it from Ieuan.  
 
      
 
    “And this was noble? It seems like just another killing to me.” Gruach said. 
 
      
 
    “But it wasn’t for himself, you see,” Owain replied. “It was for the girl, and his defence of her cost him everything.” 
 
      
 
    “How was that?” 
 
      
 
    “The rest of the dead man’s family were sworn to avenge his death. Not just his immediate family - his father and brothers - but all of them, all of their family including second and third cousins. They would all have to hunt Ciaran down and kill him - even his own family, who he hardly knew anyway. He was a prince, destined to rule, but his killing of Coivin meant that he was an outcast, a renegade, and with every hand in the kingdom turned against him.” He knew every detail of my life, up to the last that Ieuan saw of me, when he helped me escape from Erin. 
 
      
 
    “What became of him?” 
 
      
 
    “He escaped to Alba and disappeared into the woods.” He would have added more, but Gruach turned to me. So Ieuan had not filled him in on my subsequent adventures. A small mercy. 
 
      
 
    “It seems that this man may have been truly noble, if he gave up everything for the sake of a girl of no account. Do you think it’s a true tale, Magister Anselm?” I hesitated before answering. I tried my best to be calm. I had put my old life behind me and I didn’t like to be reminded of it.  
 
      
 
    “Tell her, Anselm,” the King said softly. “Tell her it’s true.” I cleared my throat. 
 
      
 
    “It’s a tale that was once known throughout Erin, my lady, but I don’t know if they still tell it. Like all such stories, it becomes embellished with time but the facts of the matter are much as King Owain related: it concerns two Princes of Donegal, as he said, and the one did kill the other in a fight over a young girl. She was not of no account, however: she was the daughter of one of the chieftains of the kingdom, and there would have been problems if the rape had occurred. I can tell you,” I continued, “that the killer didn’t think of it as a noble deed. It remained a murder in his own mind, no matter what others may have said.” 
 
      
 
    “And did he ever reappear from his hiding-place in the woods of Alba?” 
 
      
 
    “Prince Ciaran never returned to Erin, my lady.” True, but far from the whole truth. 
 
      
 
    “It still sounds like a story concocted to impress young men, Owain. You’ve told me that you admire this man for his sacrifice and that you would like to think you would do the same. You’re usually kind and thoughtful although you’re in a fey mood today. But I believe you think too much of the greater picture to do as this man is said to have done. You would get guards to restrain the rapist, but by then it would be too late. But even so, Anselm says she was not of no account. Perhaps his was a politic crime, to save the kingdom from strife.” 
 
      
 
    “I think Ciaran would have done the same had she been a serving-wench. What do you think, Anselm?” I was saved from having to answer by the Queen, who stood to go. I got to my feet as well. 
 
      
 
    “No, enough. Would he do this, did he do that, might he have done this. Were he here, this legendary, noble man, he could maybe answer but he isn’t, so I’ll leave you to your speculation, gentlemen.” 
 
      
 
    “You can have your answer, Gruach. He is here.” said Owain. I implored the King to go no further - but he was, as Gruach had said, in a fey mood. 
 
      
 
    “Where? Is he one of our guests? One of the drunken rabble from last night?”  
 
      
 
    “He’s before you now!” He was grinning in excited triumph. “This monk is - or was - Prince Ciaran of Donegal.” 
 
      
 
    Gruach regarded me carefully. She had been told a story of a vigorous young man, skilled in swordsmanship, who had killed his bullying cousin and fled on horseback into exile. To her eyes I was no more than a harmless middle-aged monk. 
 
      
 
    “Is this true?” I didn’t say anything straightaway. She became insistent. “Is it true, Magister Anselm?” I had to answer. 
 
      
 
    “Gruach, I forsook that life and renounced it when I became a Christian. It’s an agonising memory. I thought that no-one but Father Ieuan and some of my brothers at Iona knew of my background, but he hasn’t been quiet, it seems. I don’t think that killing my foster-brother was a noble act no matter what the circumstances. It was murder. I bear the guilt still today. It is not something I am proud of, in any way. I beg you, I beg you to say nothing of this to anyone, any more, not anyone at all. It would distress me greatly if you did.” She regarded me without speaking. Her eyes were steady, she looked deep into mine and I felt as if she searched my heart. It was an uncomfortable examination. For a moment longer, she examined my face steadily, then she made a low curtsy to me. 
 
      
 
    “You can trust me, my lord.” She corrected herself at my look. “Anselm. It is a revelation to me that nobility does still exist in this world. And good to know it, as there has been no evidence of it recently. Owain,” she turned to her husband, “with your silly little game you’ve upset a man you claim to admire. And he’s our guest. Is this how we are to treat our guests in future? None will come if we do. You should make amends, and do so as soon as possible. I hope that he will be better cared for in our house in future. Anselm,” she turned to me again, “it is an honour to meet you. I hope you will forgive us our poor hospitality. For now, I bid you good day but I hope we shall meet again soon. You are welcome in my house. Good day, my lord.” She bobbed the minimum possible curtsy to Owain and left the room.  
 
      
 
    Her husband stood, open-mouthed at the scolding he had received. I was feeling sick to the stomach for the second time that day, and the sun was barely over the horizon. I asked Owain’s leave to sit down. He allowed it immediately and his mood changed, from silly triumphalism to contrite concern in seconds. He apologised profusely to me for the upset, and went on doing so for so long that I began to find it irritating, and asked him to sit down and leave me be. I was fine, or would be if given room to breathe and a moment to catch my thoughts. The silence was too much for him and he started babbling again. 
 
      
 
    “Anselm, I’m so very sorry. Gruach was right, it was a game I was playing with her but I never thought to upset you and I see I’ve done it, I honestly thought you wouldn’t mind, Ieuan told me about you and held you up as an example to be admired and cherished by anyone who would be noble, the Prince who sacrificed all when he had nothing to gain. If it had been me I wouldn’t have boasted about it but I would’ve been proud, I honestly didn’t think you’d mind.” 
 
      
 
    “But it wasn’t you, Owain,” I said, when the young man paused for breath at last. “I’ve put all that behind me, the power and riches and influence that could have been mine. The way I’ve chosen has no need of these things and I believe the final reward will be the greater for it. That tainted life is in the past, for ever - or I’d thought it was. But now my past leaps out to confront me.” I shook my head. “Maybe it’s a lesson: teaching me that I can’t shut out what I was and what I did.” 
 
      
 
    We sat then, the contrite King and me. At length, when I’d collected myself sufficiently, I spoke again. 
 
      
 
    “Owain, there remains the prospect of the Synod at Whitby. Your presence would be greatly appreciated by the delegation from the Irish Church.” 
 
      
 
    “What makes you think I’d support you? I’m not a Christian.” 
 
      
 
    “No, but you know a great deal about Christianity. More important, your presence would be a counter to the ambitions of the Romans. I really do believe that there’s more to this Synod than a religious debate.” 
 
      
 
    Owain sat without responding for some time. At length he replied. 
 
      
 
    “My answer has to be no, Anselm. It’s a difficult decision and one that I may come to regret, but the core of the matter is the religious question and I’d get restless at being excluded and bored while you lot got enmeshed in the finer points of hairstyles. I can’t afford to leave the kingdom for very long, the situation is still too unstable, with Dalriada to the west and Gwynedd and Mercia to the south. Who knows what Mercia will do next? It is reduced after its defeat at the Winwaed but it still simmers with resentment. It may not try its luck with Northumbria but may fancy its chances with Strathclyde. 

“And what’s more,” he continued, barely pausing for breath. “Oswy has promised safe conduct only to clerics. I wouldn’t feel safe. We were at war only a few months ago and he’s likely to feel the bruises still. I wouldn’t put a good Christian king to such temptation.” I made to speak but Owain held up his hand to stop me. “The political ambitions of the Romans do concern me, though. I’m prepared to resist them and Gawain is, too. I suspect that Oswy doesn’t like the idea of their influence spreading either: they already have too much over his wife.”  
 
      
 
    He paused again, and I kept quiet. For me, the religious and the political were intertwined. I would not see Britain and its people thrown into a new slavery. If I could gain the support of this powerful young man by emphasising the political threat, then I wasn’t so pure as to deny myself that advantage. I would offer penance for any dissembling later.  
 
      
 
    For Owain, the religious aspect was of little import at all. He was considerate of his subjects’ welfare but it never occurred to him that they would, or could, or indeed should have control over their own lives. The power of kings was different, however. 
 
      
 
    The young King - kingly again after the morning’s aberration - sat thoughtfully in his chair, stroking his beard. Finally, he resumed. 
 
      
 
    “I am going to ask you to deliver a message to Oswy personally. I’ll have it written down in appropriate language,” by which he meant flowery and diplomatic, “and in it I’ll express my regrets at my absence but explain that the attentions of predators require my presence here. I will assure him of my peaceful intentions towards his Kingdom, and willingness to join with him in resistance to any common enemy that may appear. That should get the message across, but if it doesn’t, explain to him in simple language that I would not stand idly by and see his kingdom become a province of Rome, and would hope for the same from him. As the message is delicate, deliver it to him in as private a situation as the circumstances will allow.” I had to feel satisfied with that, and indeed I was content. Short of the Owain’s presence at Whitby, this was as much as he could hope for. An alliance between the two great kingdoms on the Island would give any potential troublemakers pause for thought. There could be a great and lasting peace come out of this, which would be good for everyone – kings, princes, monks and merchants, ordinary people, their crops and even their animals. He stood and I did the same. 
 
      
 
    “Now, I must go and make peace with my wife. Please come to see me again in a few hours. Say, an hour after midday.” I replied mildly that I was hoping to be on my way as I had a long distance to travel. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll ensure that you catch up on the delay.” I responded that I didn’t use horses, but preferred to walk among the people. “I didn’t have a horse in mind, Anselm,” the King replied with another enigmatic smile. 
 
      
 
    He was still playing games and I fervently hoped that this one would be harmless; I would have to wait and see. Owain refused further explanation. 
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    The Glade 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Until I was called to attend the King again I was free to wander where I wanted – and I wanted to find Ieuan. Wanting to find him but worried about what a meeting would entail. His attempt to use the forgetting-spell showed that I’d got close to the Druid’s secret. It was obviously a huge burden to him but it was probably terrible only in my friend’s mind. I knew very well that events or sins that were fairly minor could be magnified out of all proportion until they twisted the sufferer’s mind and made them think they were the worst person on Earth, beyond forgiveness. It could be that Ieuan thought so. But he knew my history so well and could see that it no longer crushed me, so what could be worse than what I’d done? 
 
      
 
    Padhraig had helped me through my crises, through those dark nights of the soul when I felt so alone and crushed under the burden of guilt. I was not the only one to have such a soul-friend; we all had one. As Padhraig was to me, so was I to others in the Community. The Romans talked of forgiveness in the Confessional but that was heresy to us. It was more about control than salvation, as far as we could see it. And with their gold-embroidered vestments, lace and fine buildings, who could say otherwise?  
 
      
 
    This was the path my thoughts took as I wandered to the top of the Keep and looked out over the hinterland of Dumbarton. It was a clear day, the sky was blue with hardly any cloud anywhere. The sun picked out the last of the snows on the peaks to the north and seemed to polish them so they shone like purest silver. Below the snowline the heather was brown and velvet. The whole landscape looked soft and gentle, with no indication of how the weather could change in a few minutes when a squall rushed in from the west. Lives had been lost by the unwary and unprepared, caught out in a sudden blizzard in the high passes or pastures, and I had no doubt they would be again. For now, though, the view was as beautiful as it was peaceful. 
 
      
 
    Smoke rose from the Hall chimney, from the Keep and from the small conical cottages that had sprung up just outside the castle grounds - and there were a few within, I noticed. Perhaps the quarters of highly-placed warriors, or even homes for their bastards and their mothers. They were ordinary men, with ordinary needs, and the life of a warrior seemed to produce a higher than average sex-drive. The proximity of Death made Life the more precious, and the drive to produce children seemed to be strongest in those who were least likely to see them grow up. They could be widows’ quarters, those wee huts inside the castle grounds: Owain had gained a reputation for looking after the families of those who fell fighting for him. No wonder they were loyal to him. 
 
      
 
    Out on the blue water I could see little boats, as small as insects, some with full sails rushing off on the King’s business or their own; others with slack sails or none, drifting with the current while they fished for the harvest hidden in the depths. The waters hereabouts were abundant, with mackerel, herring, salmon and saithe just waiting to be pulled out of the deep in all their silver glory. The last were regarded as a nuisance and thrown back but the rest had generated a marine cuisine all the way around the coast: poached in wine, grilled with herbs, smoked over oak, baked with milk or ale, there were as many ways of preparing fish as there were boats on the water - and just as well, for it could be a dull diet otherwise.  
 
      
 
    Back on shore there was activity in the fields. The soil had thawed and was soft enough for the plough; planting was going on in earnest. When it wasn’t frozen solid the land between the mountains and the sea was fertile and, if unravaged by war, it could produce enough food to support the people quite comfortably. The rough grass of the higher pastures was good enough to feed the brown sheep, and the cultivated land was now extensive enough for many a good herd of cattle to feed on fields that were lying fallow - and to fertilise them, of course. A land flowing with milk and honey, then? There was milk, certainly, but the honey would have to wait until the summer when the bees had fully wakened from their hibernation and had collected sufficient nectar to feed their own armies, with enough left over for the tables of their keepers. A small cloud of dust signalled the return of a light patrol from wherever Owain had sent them. 
 
      
 
    In all the landscape I couldn’t spot the distinctive figure of my troubled friend, Ieuan ap Talog, High Druid of the Kingdom of Strathclyde. In the past, in Erin, his disappearance would have meant that he had retreated to his inner cave, or gone wandering in the woods and glades where no-one would find him for hours, or even days. I had no idea where any hideaway of his might be and so I decided to walk up to the forest’s edge. Perhaps I would come across him but if not there were herbs and roots to be found to replenish the small store in my bag. 
 
      
 
    I told the sentry at the gate where I was going and was advised to watch for wolves. 
 
      
 
    “Our King has ordered that the wolves should be hunted until there are none within the kingdom but they're still numerous, and bold after a hard winter.” 
 
      
 
    “Or desperate with hunger,” I replied. “Thank you for the warning; I’ll be on my guard.” I had just got down to the lands below the Rock when a woman came running out of one of the huts. 
 
      
 
    “Father! Thank the gods! Help me please, my son...my son...” she burst into tears. I asked where the boy was and she indicated the hut, unable to speak. I followed her in and found a brodach, an older woman, and a man - probably the younger woman’s husband - mopping the brow of a child of no more than six years of age. The brodach stepped away to give me room. I knelt down by the pallet on which the boy lay, ignoring the mud on the floor. He had a fever and was breathing feebly. 
 
      
 
    “How long has he been like this?” 
 
      
 
    “A week, Father,” the older woman replied. 
 
      
 
    “Magister or Saint, mother.” 
 
      
 
    “You’re a Christian?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Now what happened? Exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “It was nothing out of the ordinary, Magister, not to begin with. He went swimming early in the morning and then complained of a stomach ache just after midday. He wouldn’t take his food. By evening he was vomiting, the following day he had the runs and his temperature was right up.” 
 
      
 
    “Where was he swimming?” 
 
      
 
    “Upstream of the Castle, Magister, we’re very careful about that. The tide was slack, too. We won’t let him swim downstream, with all the rubbish that comes out of there. But you can’t stop a boy from going where he wants with his friends.” 
 
      
 
    “When did he stop sweating?” 
 
      
 
    “Just this morning, my Lord.” 
 
      
 
    “What have you given him?” 
 
      
 
    “He couldn’t hardly hold anything down. I tried nettle soup, peppermint cordial and mustard vapour. Nothing’s helped. We have been up for five days and nights trying to keep his temperature down.” She paused, then continued, hesitantly. “I hope I did no harm?” 
 
      
 
    “No, mother. You’ve kept him alive. More than most could have done.” I stood up. “He has a dangerous infection, and we’re close to the crisis - indeed we’re in it.” I sighed. “I don’t know if I can save him,” the mother wailed, “but you’re fortunate. The High Druid of the Kingdom has great healing powers. I’ll give you something for your immediate use, which will keep him alive. You need Father Ieuan to restore him.” I reached into my bag and sorted through the half-dozen or so small - and dwindling - bundles of dried vegetation I had in there and selected two. “This should be infused with warm water - not boiling - it must be just a little more than hand hot, and a cloth soaked in it held under his nose and lain on his chest. This one must be made into a soup and he must - must - drink it, even if you have to pour it down his throat drop by drop. You,” I called the man over, “go to the Keep, use my name - it’s Magister Anselm - and ask for Father Ieuan, the High Druid. Tell him what’s wrong with your son and that I sent you to him. I’ll go looking for him in the woods. Keep looking for him until you find him or I send word to you.” The man nodded but hesitated at the door. He looked as if he wanted to ask something. I followed him outside, leaving the women with the boy. 
 
      
 
    “If the boy lives, Magister, will he...” the query died on his lips. 
 
      
 
    “If he comes through this crisis, with Father Iuean’s help, he’ll have no ill effects at all. He'll grow up strong. He won’t be a burden on you.” The man nodded and jogged off up the hill to the Castle. I had great confidence in the Druid’s Gift: while I could keep the boy alive for another day or so Ieuan could restore him to health, given time. I had seen him pull people back from the jaws of Death, or what looked very much like it. Coivin and I had both benefitted from his Gift. I scratched at my ribs at the memory of the beating that had broken them. Coivin had received even worse but in two days, he was up and about and able to ride again. It was miraculous.

Eighteen months later he was dead. At my hand. There was nothing Ieuan could have done to bring him back.

Why had the little family not called the Druid earlier? Or one of the more junior Druids not called in on his rounds among the people? Any cleric’s first duty was to the people, be he Druid or Christian. I would have to ask when I next saw Ieuan. 
 
      
 
    I made my way more urgently up to the woods. It was more likely that Ieuan was in the Castle, getting his wits and disposition back on an even keel, but he might be in the forest. The boy would live for another day without him but the sooner he was found, the better. 
 
      
 
    I had reached the edge of the forest when another thought struck me: the size of the family I’d just visited. The father was young, a junior warrior by his bearing rather than a farmer - the hut was just by the foot of the Rock, well away from the fields. The mother was no great age either, early twenties at most. The invalid boy was five or six, so where were the other children? I would have expected to see two at least, maybe three and possibly four; and I’d felt no indication that the woman was pregnant. Strathclyde was a busy kingdom and had been for years, beset by enemies within and beyond its frontiers, but not even the most professional army fought in the depths of winter. Most didn’t fight at sowing or harvest-time either. Across the known world there were bulges in the birth rate in January, June and September, to reflect the return of the army: so where were the younger children?  
 
      
 
    The father could have been wounded in battle, of course, and unable to sire any more - but he had jogged off without any sign of sensitive injury. Maybe they’d died? That was possible, but all of them? I was unaware of any great sickness sweeping through the infant population in the last few years, in Strathclyde or anywhere else. Infant mortality was a fact of life, but only one child after all these years together?

I snapped my fingers and called myself a fool. The man I’d thought the boy’s father probably wasn’t the father at all: the most likely explanation was that the true sire had died, in battle or otherwise, and this one was a second husband. The young woman would consider herself lucky to get him as she wasn’t the young virgin soldiers are supposed to prefer, and there weren’t that many men who would take on another’s children.  
 
      
 
    I turned to look back towards the Castle and its grounds and could see the dwelling containing the sick boy quite clearly. There was a commotion outside and the bent figure of Ieuan could just be made out approaching the hut, two guards with him. He had been found, which meant that I could get on with locating my plants and herbs without distraction.  
 
      
 
    I didn’t have to wander far into the woods before I began to find what I was looking for. There was wild garlic, whose scent always reminded me of Padhraig’s cooking. It cleaned the blood and helped speed convalescence, as well as adding piquancy to cooked meat. Dandelion, for a tonic, and the base of my own medicine. The early leaves of some valuable flowers could be perceived as well: I recalled the litany I’d been taught as I collected a few from each plant. Rosemary for remembrance, Pansies for thoughts - both useful for brain-fever; Fennel and Columbines, and Rue, the all-purpose herb of grace; some nettles (the best gift from the Romans) and their ever-present companions, dock. My arms were nearly full and I stuffed my haul into my bag anyhow then tied the ends of my rope girdle around so that they wouldn’t get in the way as I sought the last and most valuable quarry - and there it was! Through the trees I could see a clearing where a stream spread out to become a pool, and hanging over it were three willow trees. Their bark, when purified and ground down, was a marvellous remedy against headaches, inflammations and pains of all sorts. It was another major constituent of my own post-Vision medicine. 
 
      
 
    As I used my small knife to lever off some of the precious fibrous wood - being careful to damage as little as possible and so leave the tree flourishing for others who might have need of it - my eye was caught by something that looked like it might be a clearing, on level ground away to my left and lower down. It looked, of itself, unremarkable, and I wouldn’t normally have paid it a second glance but I felt that I should investigate further. I had that special feeling. From years of experience, I didn’t tend to ignore such feelings. My Gift was not to be ignored. 
 
      
 
    The only trees that were coming into leaf at that time were birch; those surrounding the clearing were bare. Other than the fact that they weren’t birch or pine, I couldn’t tell what they were from this distance. I finished my task with the willow-tree, put a fair bundle of bark into my bag and made my way towards the open space. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I went among the trees again the clearing disappeared from sight but I was confident of the direction and the call to go there: I would find the way. It was quite a coincidence; I wouldn't have noticed it from anywhere but the pool’s edge where I’d been harvesting the bark, and I’d certainly not seen any sign on the way up the hill. It was with a tingle that I felt that God was guiding my steps, and with foreboding that I found the undergrowth getting thicker along the route I wished to follow. I just managed to keep my habit from being badly damaged by the brambles and clinging growth that obstructed me, and I was forced lower and lower in my determination to get by. Nowhere else in the forest had I encountered such growth. I couldn’t say it had been planted there but it did seem to have been encouraged. 
 
      
 
    The vegetation was getting so thick as to be virtually impassable but the urge was even greater, so I pushed and cut my way through. I couldn’t protect my habit from rents completely but I’d managed to minimise the damage when I reached a clump that looked to be completely impenetrable. It was tangled and dense and rose from ground level to a height of over six feet. It was more hedge than undergrowth and I had no idea how I would get through it. But the urge to do so was very strong. I could just see a thinning of the canopy a short distance ahead: the clearing was very close. I looked carefully to either side to see if there was any way round but there was none that could be discerned. I looked around and up but there was nothing to guide or assist me. I knelt on the ground to look for any raised area, or lighter patches but there again I saw nothing. I felt helpless for a moment and was ready to give up and turn back, but I didn’t. 
 
      
 
    “You wanted me to come here, Lord, so I’d better just find a way through. It must be here somewhere, or very close. I’ll find it,” I said aloud. 
 
      
 
    A strange thing happened then, almost as if the tangled growth recognised my determination and gave up the battle. I started to pull myself up to a sitting position and a clump of thorn bush came with me. I stopped to pick it off my habit and could see that it wasn’t attached to the ground. It was dry and bare of green leaves but so were nearly all the bushes in the forest. Only a few ground plants had started on their summer coats. 
 
      
 
    I shifted my position so that I could get a hand round the back of the mass that had been attached to me. My arm was scratched quite extensively but I would deal with it later. I felt a void behind and tugged the bush, tentatively: it came away easily. I pulled it to one side and was rewarded with the sight of a tunnel, about four feet high, going into the hedge at an angle. I crawled along it and encountered a sharp left-hand bend and could see reflected light. I continued towards it and had to turn equally sharply right. The end was about six feet away. I crawled through and out and stood up to look around myself, hands on hips. 
 
      
 
    I was at the edge of the clearing with just a few trees between me and the open ground. A glance at the nearest tree confirmed that it was oak, the sacred tree, as were its fellows. Those surrounding the clearing were arranged in a perfect egg-shaped oval. Egg: the symbol of life. The smaller end pointed east towards the rising sun. The ground was about a hundred feet across its narrow axis, half as much again along the broader. A line of pruned oaks created a short avenue from the north to an inner circle about thirty feet in diameter. The circle was the symbol of the Wheel of Life and the avenue continued beyond it on to the southern end. I had been in enough similar places - larger and smaller - to know where I was. Beyond any shadow of a doubt, it was a Druid glade. 
 
      
 
    The Druid religion’s initiates and priests had always, from before the Milesians came to Erin, practised their secret rites well away from the prying eyes of ordinary folk. Indeed, the penalty for spying on their rituals was death but I wasn’t afraid. I was a Christian but a convert; I had been a Druid, a full Initiate. I wasn't forbidden on this ground. 
 
      
 
    This glade was well hidden but I didn’t waste much time considering the reason. The distance between the fertile coastal plain and the inhospitable mountains was not great. Barriers like the hedge were a protection for the unwary as much as a guard to keep the glade pure. In any case, the thickness and rough state of the grass around the area indicated that it was quite old and probably no longer in regular use. 
 
      
 
    I crossed the open ground to the inner circle. The grass was dew-damp and cool underfoot although not enough to penetrate my shoes. My ankles got wet as the grass was long but I was used to it, it didn’t bother me at all.  
 
      
 
    Within the inner circle was a slab of stone; the old altar, once used for blood-sacrifices. I made straight for it and stood in the place the presiding priest would have regarded as his own. I was facing due south, which meant that the sect that had used it was not one of the out-and-out sun-worshippers. Their altars faced east, towards the dawn. So this place wasn’t dedicated to golden-haired Lugh, the sun-god, son of the Daghda. More likely Tanaros the Thunder god had been worshipped here then, or a local deity of which I wasn’t aware - but the south could also be the direction of the Underworld, the kingdom of the Hollow Hills. I looked around for any indications that would guide me but there were none. It was a perfectly ordinary Druid glade. The altar had been scrubbed so that the top surface was almost clean but some blood still adhered to it. That was to be expected. They were so keen on blood sacrifices that the sea itself would be unlikely to wash the stone completely spotless. But it also indicated that it may be in more recent use than I’d originally thought. Probably a few chickens had met their end here as the adherents had sought to read messages in their death-throes and bloody entrails. The Roman legions had effectively ended the more grisly practices of the ancient cult. 
 
      
 
    I put my hands out and on to the altar; I was going to lean on it and drink in the atmosphere. I liked the feel of ancient places of worship and the devotion that had inspired them. The atmosphere was usually peaceful and quiet, even though many of them were associated with blood-sacrifice. In older times, before the coming of Christ, people had conducted their worship as well as they could, their rites and rituals being a pale imitation of the real Sacrifice to come. God seemed to remember where His people had done their best to worship. Most old places still had the resonances of their earlier role, imperfect as it was. Many had been reconsecrated and perhaps the time would come when I could persuade Owain to allow a small chapel to be raised in this high and lonely place. It might be suitable. 
 
      
 
    I rested my hands on the altar and was completely unprepared for what happened next. 

It hit me like a physical blow. It felt disgusting. It had a texture as if it was covered with cold slime. It heaved like a bog – like a living creature from a nameless and evil swamp. Gorge rose from my stomach. I recoiled and my body doubled up for a moment while I tried to retch, but there was nothing to come; the evil was outside, not within me. I lost contact with the altar and, as suddenly as it had started, the attack was over. I stood up again and looked around, confused for a moment. I had not so much a real and present headache as the memory of one, although I knew I’d had no Vision. Not, at least, the sort of Vision I was used to. 
 
      
 
    I approached the altar again, and with greater caution. I studied it with care but noticed nothing out of the ordinary. It was a large slab, probably of granite, polished on the top surface where it had been cleaned. Veins of quartz were visible and they shone like lightning where they intersected the sacrificial plane. Down the centre was a narrow groove and the top sloped slightly from either side towards it. This was to keep and collect blood and to channel it to a chalice at the eastern end, to my left. So far, there was nothing unusual. 
 
      
 
    Tentatively I reached out with my left hand and touched the solid stone again. I experienced a vaguely nauseous feeling, but nothing overwhelming. This was not reassuring, however, and it was with great trepidation that I brought my right hand over to the altar and placed my two palms on the top. It was as if I’d completed a circuit, the experience was the same as before. I leaped back in alarm and the feelings faded as suddenly as they’d arisen. 
 
      
 
    It was very quiet in the glade. No birds sang, no animals disturbed the grass, no breeze rustled the branches. The peace had attracted me and set my mind at ease but this wasn’t a calm peace. It was the stillness of Dread. There was evil at the heart of this forest and I had no place there. My Druidic training would not protect me if I was found by anyone who used this Glade, of that I was sure. I couldn’t tell how long it had been since the last Meeting but of a sudden I was certain it hadn’t been very long ago. What I was sure of was that I should leave, and quickly. Even if there was no Meeting planned for the immediate future (it was full daylight, after all), the sooner I was out of it, the better. An attendant might appear at any time. 
 
      
 
    It had been my intention to find an easier way back out of the glade but now I was very frightened and speed was of the essence. The quickest way was the one you knew. Accordingly, I ran back across the open ground to the hedge as if all the Devil’s demons were after me. I paused at the entrance to the tunnel and looked back across the grass: my footprints were clear as if a light shone on every one, but I took a moment to calm myself. After a couple of deep breaths I could see that they were still visible in the dew but the Sun, which was gaining height and power, would soon burn off the rest of the moisture and it would be as if I had never been there. If no-one came here for another half hour, they would find no trace of me. Unless they could Divine it. 
 
      
 
    I considered last night’s Moon: it had been well on the wane. The New Moon was not due for ten days and it was unlikely that the Glade would be used before then, at the earliest. So long as no-one with any Power came within the next week my presence and contact with the altar would, most likely, remain undiscovered. I fervently hoped so as otherwise I would be in danger of my life. 
 
      
 
    There would be no raising of any churches here. 
 
      
 
    I had to get away as soon as possible. I bent to crawl back through the tunnel, but then thought I heard something: someone crawling through the other way, confident of the route. I looked around urgently and spotted a stout branch, as thick as a forearm and a yard long, and I picked it up. I wouldn’t resort to any kind of violence if it could be avoided but I was in fear of my life. Only someone who had business here would come through the tunnel as confidently as this. I could hear the scuffling sounds getting closer. I stood to the left of the entrance, ready to bring my weapon crashing down on the head of the intruder.  
 
      
 
    The crawling stopped, or at least I couldn’t hear it any more. Instead I could discern the faint sound of someone - or something - sniffing. Whoever or whatever it was seemed to be searching for me by smell. 
 
      
 
    The silence in the glade was oppressive. There was just me, the quiet, and the sniffing. I could hardly bear it and willed whoever it was to come out and get it over with and it seemed my prayer was answered. The sound of the scuffling crawl resumed. 
 
      
 
    I raised my makeshift club higher as I heard the attendant reach the end of the tunnel. I was ready, I was scared and I was desperate. 
 
      
 
    Out came a badger. It turned its old man’s eyes towards me and sniffed. In times past, I would have rained blows down upon the creature without a moment’s hesitation, expecting it to be an enemy and only looking to identify the victim later but my years of training, thought and contemplation as a monk had made me wait until I could see what I would attack. I would be useless as a warrior now, I thought too much. But that thought had saved the badger’s life and the favour might well be returned. I let the stick fall to the ground behind me and addressed the creature. 
 
      
 
    “Well, brother Brock, I am pleased to see you although I took you for a two-legged beast and not a four legged friend. I would say that this is no place for me so, if you will make room there, I’ll be on my way out of here. And if I can give you a word of advice, I would say that it’s no place for you either. Something wicked has happened here, and not very long ago either. I would sooner retrace my steps than remain here another moment, so if you don’t mind...” 
 
      
 
    The badger had been staring at me the whole time I spoke and it seemed inclined to take my advice. It turned and shuffled off back through the hedge. I followed. The two of us exited the tunnel within seconds of each other and the badger, instead of going straight on out through the flap I had left open, turned sharp right and headed off where the undergrowth seemed to be less dense. Having replaced the flap with care to leave it as undisturbed as possible, I followed. The journey in had been difficult. If the badger knew a better way then I was all for it. I still had to crawl but the going was much easier. The path through the thorn bushes twisted and turned but consistently headed south: that was fine, it was the direction back to the Castle. I was getting back quicker than I’d got in although my knees and wrists were beginning to feel the strain. I pressed on and then felt something under my hand, larger and smoother than the stones that littered the place. I looked to see what it could be: it was a small statue or amulet, a rough representation of a male human. The eyes were pinpricks in the facial area and there was no nose or mouth unless a rough scratch across the lower half could be so described. The limbs were barely suggested but there was no mistaking the intention of the phallic protrusion from the lower body.  
 
      
 
    The whole crude object was less than six inches in length, about the size of a child’s doll - and less useful, I thought. A doll could bring comfort but this graven image could not even give that. It was just so much stone, with no power at all. But I remembered where I’d seen one before - one morning at Innisgarbh - and who had taken it away from me and ordered me to forget it: Lucius. I could recall the incident as clearly as yesterday, since the spell of forgetting had been broken - not that I wanted to remember anything about it at all. I forced the image of the engorged penis from my mind. Ieuan had saved me from that evil man that day, and others besides. Lucius. Was Lucius at the root of my Visions? I found it easy to believe anything of him but I knew that my judgement would be influenced by my experience. I must not allow his dislike of the man to prejudice my judgement.  
 
      
 
    I shook myself. No, of course it wasn’t Lucius. I had seen him dead at my feet, after the battle at the Ballaogh. There was no way it could be him. But that meant… There had to be disciples of Lucius, right here, in the heart of Strathclyde. Ieuan would have to be made aware.  
 
      
 
    The talisman had a reputation that inspired fear among Christians and pagans alike. The reputation was that of Cromm Cruaich, a devil-god of Druidism, bringer of destruction and eater of human flesh. To it had been made the old Wicker Man sacrifices, when a huge human shape constructed of brushwood and cane had been filled with animals, enemies, virgins, witches or anyone else handy, and set on fire.  
 
      
 
    I - like most others who had been brought up in Druidism - had believed that the Cromm cult had been suppressed and eliminated by the Romans. It was only ever an aberration of Druidism even at its height, but one that had for a while commanded a lot of support. Lucius and his crew had been committed to its revival.

Who might be their followers here? Devil-worship will gain adherents from time to time, particularly when the world is in a state of flux, when material possessions were elevated to objects of worship and spirituality fell into contempt. The path of true spirituality did not offer immediate compensations and was unattractive to the self-seeking and, I had to concede, to those who were desperate. The poor, the starving, the dispossessed could be fertile ground but the richest harvest was from those who seemed to be better off; those who wanted more and felt themselves cheated if they didn’t get it. The desperate could be swayed by offers of immediate succour, but at the cost of their souls. It was a price that horrified me.  
 
      
 
    There was no fear of the object itself - it was just a piece of stone - but to Cromm’s followers it was a symbol of power. Its owner would have been mortified that he had lost it. But it was old and the surface had been worn down: it could have been left there as its owner fled the vengeance of a Roman task force. It couldn’t have been earlier than the Romans, for it was after their example that the later druids had carved their small idols from stone; previously, they had been carved in wood. It was still uncomfortable though, with a resonance of the ancient malice of the god it represented and it went some way to explain why the altar felt so powerfully evil. I put it in my pocket. I would discuss it with Ieuan later: he had to know about it. 
 
      
 
    My guide, the badger, had stopped to explore a pile of leaves while I considered the small statue. Now it looked at me and then turned and trotted on. I followed. 
 
      
 
    We made good progress, the badger leading away from the clearer path and me following and in quite a short time we came upon a slightly thicker clump of thorn. The roof above the path came lower down but my guide continued undeterred. I wormed my way through and a moment later emerged into normal forest again. I got to my feet and brushed off the worst of the dirt and detritus I’d collected on my habit. I couldn’t get myself completely clean but the rest would wait until later. The badger snuffled around at the edge of the hedge in a desultory fashion until I spoke to him again. 
 
      
 
    “I thank you, master guide. Without your assistance I would’ve been much longer and my journey would’ve been less informative. I bid you good fortune, good day and God’s blessing.” This seemed to be good enough for the badger, who sauntered off into the undergrowth again. I watched him until he’d disappeared, then I looked up at the clear blue sky and smiled. Badgers were nocturnal, and this one was out and about in the clear daylight. 
 
      
 
    Feeling that my God was with me lightened my heart as I set off back towards the Castle. I was almost cheerful. Owain would require my presence soon and it would not be good to keep him waiting twice in the same day. 
 
      
 
    It took the better part of an hour to return to Dumbarton, climb the path up the Rock and return to the Keep. I had plenty of time to consider whether or not the King or Ieuan knew about the Druid Glade so close to the capital. It was most unlikely that Owain would. He was a follower of druidism, as was his brother, but he would be at a very junior rank, if he was in the priesthood at all. He was king of a warlike kingdom and his prowess in battle was more important than his spiritual qualities. The same applied to Gawain. They would, most likely, be occasional worshippers, attendants at the four major feasts of the year and they may have had the central role at Bealtane, Owain in particular as he was ‘married to the Land’ as King, but otherwise they were probably not involved. The Druids guarded their secrets carefully and while kings took counsel from them and even, as Ieuan had testified that morning, required Divination and Sight of their advisers, but that didn’t make the monarchs high initiates, any more than a Christian king who talked regularly with his local Abbott became a priest by doing so.  
 
      
 
    Anyway, the glade was old and obscure and very well hidden. It wasn’t used regularly. It was most probably the meeting-place of an isolated and secretive group of renegades. I’d certainly not discerned anything like suppressed evil from Owain: if anything, the opposite. The young man was arrogant and could be thoughtless but he was essentially good. The evil I’d felt from the altar was overwhelming. If he had been infected by whatever practices went on there, Owain would not have been able to conceal it from my Gift.  
 
      
 
    Which left Ieuan. He had given me concern from the moment I saw how wizened he’d become, and the conversation earlier in the day had made me more disturbed. But still, there was no feeling of evil coming from him, not even when he had attempted to put me under a spell. Whatever it was he was hiding deeply troubled him, but it was most likely to be conducted in private. He healed hurts through his Gift, he couldn't possibly be involved in anything as evil as the devilry I’d felt. He simply couldn’t. It would be against his nature; the man I knew could no more do such things than a cow could be a horse. He may know who might be involved, however, and he should be informed as quickly as possible in order that the Circle be broken up before it could spread.  
 
      
 
    My ruminations had brought me quickly back to the hill leading up to Dumbarton and I was approaching the hut which contained the sick child. A guard was standing outside and he stepped across the door to block my way as I made to go in. 
 
      
 
    “No-one is allowed in there, Magister. The Lord Druid is inside.” 
 
      
 
    “I sent for him to come here and I may be able to help. I’m a friend from long ago.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that, Magister, everyone in the Castle does,” the sentry replied. He was the same one who had warned me against wolves on my way out. “But I’m under the strictest orders to allow no-one in.” 
 
      
 
    “What if the King came down here? Would you keep him out?” 
 
      
 
    “I would tell him my orders.” 
 
      
 
    “But would you keep him out if he insisted on going in?” 
 
      
 
    “I am sworn to his service. I could not keep him from anywhere he insisted on going.” 
 
      
 
    “And what if I insist on entering?” 
 
      
 
    “You’re not the King, and I’m not sworn to your service.” The guard was not overtly threatening me but it was clear that force would be used, if he deemed it necessary to keep me out of the hut.  
 
      
 
    “Then you leave me no choice,” I said, and stepped back. “I’ll be on my way back up to the Castle. Would you do me the favour of advising Father Ieuan that I would very much like to see him before I depart. Oh,” I continued, “and pass on my thanks to him that he answered my call” 
 
      
 
    “I shall do that, Magister. And thank you,” the guard responded. 
 
      
 
    “What for?” 
 
      
 
    “For not making me stop you by force. Others would’ve. I did not wish to hurt you but I would have done so if I had to, and I would’ve got into trouble with the King.” I nodded and continued up the then hill to the Keep. 
 
      
 
    As I entered the building I met a servant walking purposefully down the corridor, who almost recoiled when he saw me. He looked alarmed. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter, friend? You look startled,” I asked, though I thought I knew the answer. The other took a moment to compose himself while I regarded him calmly and, I hoped, kindly. “Well?” The servant swallowed hard then replied with a nervous stammer. 
 
      
 
    “M-m-m-Magister, I was just s-s-sent to l-look for you, not a m-m-m-minute ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you’ve found me.” The servant was still regarding me nervously, so I prompted him gently. “As I say, you’ve found me. And what message was it you were to deliver to me? That the King requires my presence?” The servant could only nod, if anything even more anxious. His eyes were wide, the whites showing all the way round his brown pupils. “You’ve delivered it, swiftly and well.” The servant remained rooted to the spot. “I presume you have other business to be about?” The servant nodded again. “Then you may be about it and maybe even finish sooner than you thought. If you do you may find you have a few quiet minutes to yourself, when you’d expected to be busy all day. That’s a pleasant prospect, I’m sure, yes?” The servant nodded again. I was teasing the poor man and after the way I’d felt about Owain’s antics this morning I should really know to behave better, and so I decided to set him at ease. “I knew King Owain would want to see me,” the servant took an involuntary step back away from me, and I smiled: “because he asked me this morning to attend him before luncheon. I began to feel hungry, so here I am.” 
 
      
 
    The servant breathed out heavily and his shoulders dropped as if he’d just released a great burden. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, my Lord, I mean Magister. I can’t tell you what a relief it is that it isn’t magic that brought you here. They were saying below the stairs that you were a magician, and dangerous.” 
 
      
 
    “And what did you say?” 
 
      
 
    “I said that I didn’t believe it, that you didn’t look like a magician, nor even behave like a Druid, though you have the same hair.” By which he meant my tonsure. 
 
      
 
    “And was there, perhaps, a small wager involved?” The servant smiled and nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Magister.” 
 
      
 
    “Well, you win that one. Tell your friends that you have it on the highest authority - mine - that I am not, never have been, and never will be, a magician. Remember to share your winnings charitably with those who’ve lost to you.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Magister,” the man replied, though he looked a little crestfallen. Then he perked up again. “And there was another wager, from one who said you had the Sight.” 
 
      
 
    “You lose that one, I’m afraid. I do indeed bear that burden. But it’s nothing that need frighten you.” The servant’s head dropped again. 
 
      
 
    “Then all I’ve won, I lose. I should’ve known. Iolo normally never bets, he must have known. It’s not fair.” 
 
      
 
    “It seems perfectly fair to me. You’ve lost what was never yours to begin with and would have been ill-gotten had you retained it. Let that be a lesson to you. The best reward comes from work and devotion, not from blind chance. But I’ll have to pray for this astute Iolo’s soul before he becomes too enamoured of wagering.” I looked keenly at the servant, who I could see was quite young. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll also pray that the path of love runs smooth. She must be worth more than a kiss won in a bet, if she’s worth anything. Off you go now, and don’t worry about me. I can find my way to the King’s quarters. He’s in his chambers, is he?” The servant shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “No, Magister, he’s in the Great Hall, where we had the feast last night.” 
 
      
 
    “I will find him there - and you see? My Gift isn’t infallible. I didn’t know where the King was!” I smiled again and offered a blessing to the young man, who hesitated a smile in return and then bowed briefly before running off to be about his other chores. They would be many, I was sure. The few moments of leisure he could gain from the day would be welcome and precious. 
 
      
 
    Did I see into his mind about the girl who had caught his eye? No; no Gifts or extraordinary powers were necessary to discern the desires of a young, single man who had hardly any time on his hands. Even I was young, once. 
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    Judgement Day 
 
      
 
    

In the Hall, Owain and Gawain were holding court. Queen Gruach was also in attendance but of Ieuan there was no sign. A gaggle of interested spectators, made up of warriors low and (in greater number) high, some citizens, a clerk who noted everything that passed, and friends, family and neighbours of participants muttered and milled around the floor. A high-ranking Druid sat in Ieuan’s chair but it seemed that he was a mere spectator himself. He was mostly not consulted at all but, every so often, the royal ‘trinity’ remembered him and courteously asked his opinion. His expression betrayed the fact that he was not enjoying the experience in the least. Druids were normally treated with much greater respect. They had power and a role to fulfil in arbitrating on points of Law. They guarded their status as Keepers carefully and I knew of a number who so loved their positions that they could lecture for hours on tiny points of ambiguity, on special circumstances and on precedent and practice. To be fair, I knew of Christian priests and monks who would do the same and such prelates were the bane of ordinary folk and busy kings. Simple cases could last for hours with their help, and sessions like this one could go on for days or weeks until everyone was exhausted or had slipped away. Owain had evidently decided that this wouldn’t happen today, so his consultations were as brief as possible, usually asking no more than whether or not the Druid disagreed strongly with the decision already taken.  
 
      
 
    As a result, they were coming to the end of their sessions and the last case was between two men who were in dispute over the ownership of a ewe and its lamb, which had been grazing among a general herd. The two respondents bore the marks of violence and were arguing their cases simultaneously and vociferously. It looked as if their fight would resume but their King would have none of it. He stood and demanded silence. 
 
      
 
    “If this behaviour is repeated, I’ll have you both flogged! Then I’ll confiscate the animals and neither of you will have them!” The two men separated and stood facing the throne, still simmering but quiet at last. “Now, you - “ he jabbed a finger at the older of the two “- tell me why these sheep are yours. Do so without baseless accusation, and some kind of proof would be helpful to your case.” The farmer took a deep breath and related his claim that he had bought the sheep at market the previous year - “the Lughnasa Fair, my Lord” and it was notable for a lopsided mark on its face. One side was pure brown, the other had a mask of white. No-one else had wanted it because it looked so odd and thought it may be cursed: “I had no fear of that, my Lord, those are tales for children and women. Oh, er, begging your pardon, my Lady, I meant no disrespect.” He was waved to continue. “I examined the beast. It was sound, so I bought it, exchanged it for an older she-goat and a bushel of oats.” He had grazed it on common land as soon as the weather eased and it had got mixed up with the other’s herd. That one had then claimed right of ownership on the grounds that it wasn’t being looked after, “but it was my animal my Lord, grazing on common land. Everyone’s flocks get mixed up from time to time but we don’t go round claiming ownership. This man could have bid for it at the fair, but he thought it was cursed so he didn’t. Then when he found it was in lamb, he wanted it. Offered me two old wethers for it, but I turned him down and then he just helped himself -” he was getting worked up again and Owain held his hand up for silence.  
 
      
 
    “You have told your story. Now, you -” he indicated the younger. “- what have you got to say?” 
 
      
 
    The rebuttal was that the sheep had been left out for three nights in poor weather and may have lost its lamb if left much longer. He had looked after it and fed it from his own store, and treated it in every way as if it was his own. Then his neighbour had demanded its return after a week and called him a thief to the whole town. Again Owain held his hand up for silence before the witness could get too worked up. He had a quick whispered conversation with his brother, and with Gruach - which was very unusual. Women were normally left out of these deliberations. But she was a Pict, and had been raised to play her full part in whatever kingdom she found herself. 
 
      
 
    Owain addressed the pair again and asked the first why he had failed to take care of his animal, to which the response was that everybody grazed their herds together, and they all looked out for each other’s animals if they strayed away from their own. This was true but brought the accusation that the real reason was that the claimant was lazy. I watched the man’s reaction and could see that this accusation struck home. It appeared that the royal party were also aware of the plaintiff’s reputation, for they didn’t allow him to answer again. They had a further few words together and then Owain stood to pronounce judgment. 
 
      
 
    “We find in favour of this man,” he indicated the older, “that the sheep and its offspring are his. Ownership is not in doubt, and the basic facts are not disputed.” The owner smiled and moved to depart but Owain called him back. “One moment, I’ve not finished yet. For attempting to deprive this man of his lawful possession, I order you -” he indicated the younger man “- to pay him compensation of two bushels of oats.” The older man looked smug, the younger looked distressed but there was more to come. “I must, however, take into account the fact that this man looked after your beast at a crucial period - lambing time - and may well have saved its life. He has rendered you a service, and for that you shall pay him a just wage of -” he paused and looked again at his two companions, and noticed me as he did so. There was a twinkle in his eye. I made the slightest of bows. I had a feeling that this young King wouldn’t be able to resist a bit of showmanship; something to get the tongues wagging in the marketplace. “- a just wage of two bushels of oats. Now you may go.” The older looked aggrieved for a moment and as if he was about to speak, but thought better of it. He bowed respectfully and left. The other took longer to work the judgment out but realisation dawned of a sudden and he, too, bowed and left the court before the King decided to change his mind. 
 
      
 
    That concluded the formal court proceedings and the other spectators were dismissed. They had seen justice done, none could argue, done fairly but without the High Druid, which was unusual. I heard snatches of muttered conversation as various groups gathered round the hall, to the effect that a disgruntled complainant could appeal the King’s verdict as the Kingdom’s Druid wasn’t there - but the consensus was that such an appeal wouldn’t get very far. Owain had been scrupulously fair and there had, after all, been a Druid on hand to ensure that all that was done did not conflict with the Law. 
 
      
 
    The Druid in question, however, excused himself from the King’s presence and left abruptly, and with a face like thunder. I smiled at Owain. 
 
      
 
    He waved me over to the high table, which had been set up on the dais again. The luncheon was light and informal, I had my usual bread and water. The four of us gathered at one end, where we could speak intimately. Gawain seemed to be a little distant but the King and Queen were back on good terms. 
 
      
 
    “Well, what did you think of my court, Magister?” 
 
      
 
    “A model of efficiency and fairness, my Lord. You’re a veritable Solomon.” Owain laughed. 
 
      
 
    “I try, and of course it’s easier for me to emulate him than it would be for you, don’t you think?” 
 
      
 
    “Why is that, my Lord?” 
 
      
 
    “Because we have in common that I’m not a Christian, and neither was Solomon. I would have no more compunction about cutting babies in half than he did. You and your fellow Christians worry too much about morality, and the sanctity of life, and all the other stuff you preach about. I - and Solomon - just administer justice. You don’t have to be a Christian to be fair.” Owain and his wife chuckled, although Gawain didn’t join in. “And it’s efficient. We got through fifteen cases this morning, I think. A new record, isn’t it Gawain?” 
 
      
 
    “Aye.” The prince nodded, but he seemed out of sorts. Owain looked quizzically at his brother for a moment before continuing. 
 
      
 
    “Amazing, though. Whenever we’ve had Druid Gwynfor in attendance before we’ve gone on for ages. He’s as windy as a horse after a bucket of bran. With today’s batch he would have gone on for a week or so if we hadn’t kept him under control. Don’t you think so, Gawain?” 
 
      
 
    “I expect so,” he replied but hardly stopped eating in order to do so, and he didn’t look at his company. Owain was exasperated. 
 
      
 
    “Gawain, what’s wrong with you? You’re like a man who’s just found out his best horse has gone lame. What’s upset you?” Gruach too looked concerned. 
 
      
 
    “Nothing.”  
 
      
 
    “Don’t give me that. You’re as miserable as sin all of a sudden. What is it? Tell me.” The prince breathed heavily. 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes I find the obligations of state heavy. I don’t always enjoy the company we have to keep.” Owain started to ask what - or who - he was talking about, but his brother cut him short. “I’d like to be excused, if I may. I have some urgent matters to attend to.” Owain agreed after a moment’s hesitation. He and I stood as Gawain bowed and took his leave. He walked off without a backward glance, leaving his meal barely half eaten.  
 
      
 
    “Anselm, have you and Gawain had a disagreement?” I was able to answer honestly that I hadn’t spoken to Gawain since the night before, and that we’d then parted on what I thought were cordial terms although (I confessed) I had pushed the subject of the Synod at Whitby further than I maybe should have. “That wouldn’t have caused this. He’s used to that sort of thing and it’s never upset him before. You’re absolutely certain you haven’t had words of any sort?” I confirmed we had not, but I suspected the reason: our absent friend, Ieuan, had probably told him something of our discussion that morning. I hoped the King wouldn’t press the matter too keenly as I would’ve hated to be put in the position of lying, whatever the cause. 
 
      
 
    “Well, something has disturbed him, and I hope it isn’t you. Gawain is a bad enemy to have - on two counts: his own, and the fact that he’s my brother. His enemy is my enemy, so take care, Magister.” 
 
      
 
    The three of us resumed our meal in silence. Owain called his clerk over to give me the letter he wanted delivered to Oswy, King of Northumbria. 
 
      
 
    “It contains the message we discussed this morning. The seal must not be broken until you are in Oswy’s presence and, as I said, make sure he gets the message. Spell it out to him if necessary.” I agreed and we ate in silence for a few moments before I ventured to ask after Ieuan. 
 
      
 
    “I saw him only briefly. He told me he had to attend a sick child you’d discovered. He has great healing powers and I know he has a duty to the sick. I expect that he’s recuperating somewhere; exercising his Gift takes a great deal out of him. He sent Gwynfor to act in his stead today. Anyway, we were able to keep him under control, as you saw.” The conversation lightened again as they recalled the Druid in the unaccustomed state of virtual silence. It was impossible for the King’s natural good spirits to remain subdued for long.  
 
      
 
    We finished our meal and as we stood to leave Gruach asked what was in my sack. The distractions of the day had driven my original quest from my mind completely. I explained that I’d been gathering ingredients for my medicines. 
 
      
 
    “And I must sort them before I leave if you’ll excuse me, Owain?” 
 
      
 
    “That quest of yours explains the state of your habit, Anselm. I was wondering how it had got so muddy.” That was another thing that had slipped my mind. I would have to use brain-fever medicine on myself before I started to forget my medicinal recipes. “And I’m afraid I can’t give you leave to sort out your lotions and potions, my friend. You don’t have time. Go and get the rest of your things and meet me at the gate in five minutes. You have to leave within the hour.” Owain smiled his enigmatic smile again and left before I could ask what was going on. “But there is something I want to ask you before you go. Spare me a few minutes down on the shore.”

Even Gruach refused to tell me what was going on. She just smiled and told me I’d find out in good time what was in the King’s mind - but she assured me that I would not be displeased. With that, she took her leave. 
 
      
 
    It didn’t take me as long as five minutes to gather the remains of my belongings from my room and to change from the loaned robe back into my own, which had been washed, dried, and had its worse tears and threadbare patches repaired. I got enough food for one day from the irritable cook in the kitchen and then went off to keep my appointment with the King. I would be able to catch up on preparing my medicines later on, in the evening. I reached the gate and had to wait for Owain to arrive. He came with Gruach and with Gawain as well. He still looked unhappy. There was a small group of people I didn’t recognise following in their wake. 
 
      
 
    “Magister! You prepare yourself quickly I see, and now we’ve kept you waiting! You must be eager to discover what’s in store. All will revealed shortly. Ieuan sends his apologies and wishes for a good journey. He’s still fatigued, he’s not as young as he was.” Owain turned to the others and went to have a word with them. He was in good spirits again. 
 
      
 
    “Magister, a word if you please,” Gawain spoke quietly and moved off a few steps. I followed. The prince put his hands on his hips and turned to speak to me. His expression was friendly so that anyone who observed would think we were exchanging pleasantries. His words, however, were not amicable.  
 
      
 
    “I’ve been speaking to Ieuan. He’s extremely upset, and I was able to get out of him that you were the cause. Why did you have to force him to tell you about me?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t, Gawain,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Then how do you come to know about me?” 
 
      
 
    “I knew the moment we were introduced last night. I have the Sight, as you know. I can look into men’s hearts, whether I wish to or not. He didn’t need to tell me anything about your secret – which, I can assure you, is safe in my keeping. I won’t betray you.” 
 
      
 
    “So Ieuan says. He’s made me promise to do you no harm,” he looked firmly at me but the smile was still present, “nor to allow harm to come to you. Otherwise you would be in fear of your life.” I considered that I already was, if anyone found out about my visit to the Glade that morning. “Never say anything to anyone, or my promise to Ieuan is broken.” He half turned away before continuing. “I love that old man. He was our guardian and protector from an early age. He prepared us for our current role. He is as a father to me. How have you hurt him? I thought he was your friend as well?” 
 
      
 
    “He was, and is I trust, but he’s changed from the man I knew. I’d rather not go into any more detail, Gawain. There is something unresolved between us. I hope we’ll be able to settle our differences, although that won’t be today, obviously.” 
 
      
 
    “See that you treat him more gently in future.” I was about to leave when Gawain continued, “He sends you his good wishes and you have mine as well, but only grudgingly, and at his insistence. You’ve overstepped the bounds of a good guest and though I was brought up to respect and admire you, I have to tell you that you are not my friend. And you won’t be until Ieuan is at peace with you. Good day to you, Magister.” He turned away and then turned back to me again. 

“There was something I wanted to ask you – “ he began to say but then he swayed, as if he was at sea. He put his hand up to his forehead. I went to catch him before he fell to the ground; he looked ashen and faint. Just then, a servant ran up.

“My lord prince,” he said, “you are needed in the castle. Lord Ieuan sent me to find you.” Gawain nodded and regained his balance. The colour returned to his cheeks. He shook his head to clear it and looked at me again. 

“What was I saying?”

“You wanted to ask me something?”

“Did I?” he paused for a moment. “I can’t remember. If it’s important, I shall send word. Good day, Anselm. Don’t forget what I said.” He took to his heel and strode off. 
 
      
 
    “Good day, my Lord,” I muttered and bowed to his back. I went back to join Owain’s company. The King was still in good spirits. He expressed his hope that the two of us had resolved our differences, to which I gave a bland reply. Owain mounted a horse, as did the Queen, who was wearing a thick cloak against the cold. She was accompanied by her ladies, as usual. 
 
      
 
    “I’d offer you a horse, Magister, but I know you’d refuse it. Wouldn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “I would, sir. I prefer to keep my feet firmly on the ground, but I thank you for the thought.” Owain laughed more than the joke deserved and we set off out of the gate and down the hill. 
 
      
 
    I looked out for the hut with the sick child and saw the old woman sitting outside on a low bench rocking a bundle of rags on her knee. I went over to ask after the boy but I didn’t need to: he was lying in her arms, looking weak and pale but his eyes were bright and his colour much closer to normal. The improvement seemed nothing short of miraculous, but I wasn’t surprised. I’d seen the results of Ieuan’s work before. The woman and I exchanged a smile and a brief greeting. I gave them both my blessing before I walked on. 
 
      
 
    I looked around for other children as I hurried to catch the others up and saw several, enough to ease my earlier concern somewhat although I still thought that they were a little thin on the ground. I didn’t have a chance to look any further as I was called to hurry and catch up with the company following in the King’s wake. It was made up of merchants, traders and itinerant artisans, numbering about two dozen in all. They had different destinations but a family totalling seven, including parents, their two brothers and children down to a babe in arms were heading for the Melrose fair, which would be taking place in just over a week. They were carrying all their wares on the backs of the four adults. We would travel together for some time, a prospect that quite pleased me. Most of my journeys, down the years, had been solitary and sometimes I was alone for weeks at a time in the wilder and more desolate places.  
 
      
 
    All of us had been delayed at Dumbarton by Owain’s order. He had assured us that we would reach our destinations in time but the others were getting restless. Time was short, distances great and the King seemed unconcerned as he led us down the hill and across the fields to the bank of a tributary of the mighty Clyde river, which gave the kingdom its name. The River Leven was tidal but less open than the estuary into which it flowed. There was a lot of activity on a recently-constructed jetty. Work was still going on; it looked like it was being extended and its capacity greatly increased. The jetty I had seen turned out to be one of two, which reached into the river and were clearly intended to provide shelter for a large number of rivercraft. Were there really enough fishing-boats for what was beginning to look like a significant port? 
 
      
 
    There, like a child with a new toy, Owain showed us three large, open boats. They were ready crewed and were to be our transport for nearly thirty miles up the tidal stretches of the River Clyde, deep into his territory. 
 
      
 
    “The wind is favourable, the tide’s on the turn. In half a day, my friends, you’ll travel as far as you would in a day and a half. There is room for you and your goods, plenty of it.” He was right, the boats were significantly larger than the usual fishing smacks. They were as big as a war-craft - in fact, it occurred to me that they were war-craft but without subsurface rams and war crests. This was an innovation, and had its attractions for peaceful waters. The only ones that matched that description were tidal stretches of rivers well within the borders of settled kingdoms - like the Clyde. “Have a good journey, and come back and tell me whether this idea is useful. If it is, we will charge passage, but this trip is free. Visit us again soon.” The passengers clambered suspiciously aboard, some quite alarmed at the unsteady motion of the vessels as they moved around. Most of them had hardly set foot on a boat before, confining their trading trips to areas that could be reached by trails across solid ground. Their idea of a river-crossing was a sturdy bridge. The navigational experience of most of my fellow-passengers was limited to a dinghy rowed across a river or a calm, narrow loch. 
 
      
 
    A shriek of fear threatened to turn apprehension into panic. Authority was needed and it came immediately from Owain. His was a voice used to being obeyed. 
 
      
 
    “Sit down where you are!” All aboard did as they were told. “Follow the instructions of your pilots! You have no need to fear if you do as you are instructed,” he continued more quietly, when he had their attention. “The boats are stable but you must remain seated, otherwise the motion will be unsettling. You’ll be on board for only a few hours, then you’ll be on your way as normal.” The passengers settled again but were still nervous. 
 
      
 
    I would be the last to board the third vessel. I wasn’t perturbed at the prospect of water travel. I’d crossed rougher channels than the Clyde and in smaller vessels including the ubiquitous coracle, in which St. Columba and his friends had crossed the North Channel from Erin to Dalriada. 
 
      
 
    The Queen came to take her leave, followed by her two kinswomen.  
 
      
 
    “I wish you well on your journey Anselm, and on your mission to Whitby. I look forward to your return. Olwen and Morag insist that you come back soon, too. Owain likes you. You aren’t what he expected; neither the serious, dour sage nor the warrior. He prefers you the way you are. So do I.” I was pleasantly surprised at her familiarity and found myself liking her very much. I thanked her for her courtesy and returned good wishes to all of them, before making my way down the short jetty to where Owain was still giving orders as the first boat cast off. I managed to attract his attention. 
 
      
 
    “Anselm! I’d forgotten you. Quick, get aboard before your boat leaves without you.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you Owain. This is a surprise, you always seem to have another up your sleeve.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, thank you. Now get aboard. I wish you well on your journey. Come back and let me know how things go for you. Oh, and Anselm,” he called as I was getting aboard, “I don’t know what went on with you and Gawain, he won’t tell me, so I find no fault in you. You’re very welcome here. The Queen looks forward to seeing you again! Goodbye now!” He was about to turn away but then he called back again, clicking his fingers. “Anselm! I meant to ask you. We thought you were dead! How did you escape the grave? Come back and tell me everything!” 
 
      
 
    With that, the boat was cast off from the jetty. The two junior members of the crew used the oars under the direction of the pilot to manoeuvre the craft out from the shore towards the main stream. The wind was fresh and the sail, when hoisted, filled out and tugged the craft eagerly out into the Clyde estuary and then towards the east, deeper into Strathclyde. Within moments the little fleet was leaving the castle and settlement of Dumbarton behind.  
 
      
 
    I enjoyed sailing. I found the rocking and the movement of the wind and the waves soothing but I was virtually alone in my pleasure. Whimpers of terror came from the other passengers, and not just the children. I tried to ease their fear as much as possible and made my way up and down the boat as carefully as possible, keeping out of the crew’s way, until I’d calmed all who could be. The others - including those on the other vessels - I assured of my availability if needed, then settled down to enjoy the voyage.  
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    The Clyde 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The tide ran swiftly but the wind was keen to beat it, wherever it was heading. It blew in from the west, laden with the scents of the land to our right and of the sea further on. It brought hints of grass, heather and daffodils from the sheltered valleys of Renfrew. It was an ideal direction and we would barely have to tack at all until we were well upriver. We were making astonishing progress. The passengers had mostly settled with resignation to whatever fate would throw at them, but a crosswave, or sudden gust of wind, or anything that caused an interruption to the rhythm of the boat could still prompt a cry of alarm.  
 
      
 
    One older woman in our boat would not be calm until she was back on dry land; she spent much of the first hour of the journey wailing and begging to be let off. Her family comforted her as best they could but her muffled weeping could still be heard from behind her shawl, wherein she had wrapped her entire face and held so tightly that there was some fear she might suffocate.  
 
      
 
    “Then we might all get some peace” the helmsman whispered to me, and I smiled in spite of myself. I was sitting in the stern, well away from her and her family. I’d tried to calm her but without success. I understood her fear and sympathised to an extent, but her continuous noise was enough to try the patience of the most pious and long-suffering of saints.  
 
      
 
    Eventually, she fell asleep. She may have worn herself out but I had come across cases where someone in extreme terror had simply lost consciousness. Maybe she’d reached that point. Whatever the reason there was quiet on the boat, for which everyone was grateful. 
 
      
 
    But it only lasted a few moments for the dame snored, and she did so loudly. Others in the company tried – with little success – to suppress giggles and guffaws but her family looked beyond embarrassed; mortified, more like. They tried to settle her into a position where her airways would remain clear. They failed, repeatedly, and some attitudes were worse than others. They finally decided, with general agreement, that her original position slumped against the gunwale produced the least disturbance. 
 
      
 
    “No peace for the wicked, nor the holy neither, Magister,” the pilot commented with a grin, “but I think I can put up with this racket more easily than the other. What say you?” I agreed. I asked him what he thought Owain had in mind with this idea of shipping up and down the Clyde. 
 
      
 
    “He wants to see more traders I understand, sir, or at least that’s what he said when he gave me the commission. He asked me because he knows I’m useless at anything but the boats, and I’ve rendered him good service at getting his fighting-men across the waters wherever he may be. From the Rhinns across the Ituna[18], across the Bay of Sands[19] to the south of Rheged, or over the Dee to Gwynedd, I’ve got them all across safely, and fast if the wind’s right,” he paused for a moment and dropped his voice before continuing. “But I think this idea has more to it than just ferrying traders about. Think on it. If the boats pay their way when there’s no fighting to be done, then he can afford to build more fighting boats - and he’ll have more troop transports to hand in an emergency.” I nodded in agreement. It would be in character with what I had come to know of the brothers, for them to have dual purposes in mind.  
 
      
 
    The pilot himself was clearly not British. He stood nearly six feet tall and his hair was lighter in colour than the norm, without being blonde. He spoke the language with a lilt and a hint of strange pronunciation. I concluded he was from Norway, and asked if that was the case. 
 
      
 
    “I am indeed, sir. Norse I am. I came over first time twenty years ago, when I was a young man. Our family farm was too small to divide between four brothers on my father’s death and give any a decent living. I took the boat as my share, together with some goats and woollen cloth my mother wove for me, some bear furs to trade and I set off to plough the blue fields until I fetched up at these islands. I had to travel round a bit before I found somewhere I was welcome, but King Gwriad was a good man and he let me stay.  
 
      
 
    “I tried my hand at farming, but I was no good at it so I went on the fishing game,” he continued. “Did all right at that, had enough to trade for the meat and vegetables that would have died under my useless hands. And I went with King Owain - Prince, he was then - and Prince Gawain, up and down the coasts with them, bringing supplies for the army, and reinforcements if they needed them, which was often.” 
 
      
 
    I asked when he’d retired from the military life. 
 
      
 
    “I haven’t sir, not yet. I was with the King when he caught that party of pirates down in Rheged. It was me who raised the alarm when I saw the boat.” 
 
      
 
    He had features in common with the leader whose head decorated Owain’s hall. I hesitated before asking if he was uncomfortable, going against other Norsemen.  
 
      
 
    “No problem at all, sir. I say there’s good and bad all over, everywhere you go, and pirates are bad sorts wherever they come from. Norway, Strathclyde, Erin - where I believe you come from, sir, and we’ve had trouble with them, too - wherever they come from, they’re vermin as far as I’m concerned. Preying on women and children and simple farmers. I was pleased to get a couple of them myself. King Owain let me keep one of their heads, which I believe is the custom in these lands.”  
 
      
 
    I asked if he had been back to Norway. He nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I think I made the right choice in moving out. It doesn’t get any better over there, it’s been hard for them. It seems to be getting colder. The ground won’t take seed before spring, and then the crops don’t grow well. Some years are better than others. Up in the north, though, I hear it’s getting very hard.” 
 
      
 
    I suggested that the raiding party that Owain had caught might not be the last. The pilot nodded reluctantly. 
 
      
 
    “That may well be, sir, though I hope not. But people get desperate, and they’ll try anything. Let’s hope for all our sakes - here in Britain and over there in Norway, because I’ve still got brothers over there and family here, too - let’s hope that it doesn’t get any worse than it is already.” 
 
      
 
    He fell silent then, and I didn’t pry any further. When next the pilot spoke it was to ask me to move forward so that I wouldn’t be in the way when the boat had to start tacking through the bends in the river. Its winding course and the drop in the wind meant that progress would be the oarsmen’s job, although the incoming tide would continue to help, for a while. 
 
      
 
    We’d been on the water for about four hours and the sun was well down towards the horizon when the small fleet turned in towards the northern shore. We’d reached the furthest extent of safe travel on the river and were to disembark. There were mutterings that we were in the middle of nowhere, and where would we spend the night, there couldn’t be an Inn for miles, but were all assured that they would be well catered for. We found, to general surprise, that there was a jetty - recently made and pristine, without a single plank missing. The path from it through the low-lying ground led us to a small settlement about a mile distant. There was an Inn; it had recently extended on Owain’s orders, I learned, and with more than enough room for all. We were made very welcome, for a party of two dozen and more didn’t arrive very often, whatever their means of transport. Those who’d passed this way before were astonished to find how far we’d come in four hours: nearly thirty miles upriver. As Owain had promised, we’d covered a journey of a day and more in just an afternoon. 
 
      
 
    I asked to sleep in the barn, but a few words from the Pilot to the Innkeeper produced a smile on the plump man’s face. 
 
      
 
    “I have to tell you that that will not be possible, Magister. On the King’s orders, you are to sleep in a bed tonight. He allows that you need not have the best room but I am told that you are to sleep indoors on pain of a flogging - for both of us.” I had to give way but complained that all the soft treatment I was receiving would make me unsuitable for the monastic life. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to take my leave of the Pilot before retiring to my room for contemplation and prayer. I told the Innkeeper that I wouldn’t be eating with the company, but asked for bread, cheese and an apple if there were any left. He assured me there was. Then I turned to the Norseman. 
 
      
 
    “Well my friend, I don’t even know your name and I’d like to. You’ve been a good companion.” 
 
      
 
    “Per, son of Lars is my name. Per Larsson in my own language. And I thank you, Magister. Our talk made the journey pass quickly. And of course I know who you are. Anselm of the Community of saints on Iona, friend of our High Druid. I’ve been to Iona and have to say I found it a bleak place. I admire you and your companions for carving out a living there. Well Magister Anselm, I look forward to our next meeting. I trust you’ll pass this way again?” I replied that I’d been more or less ordered to return, and would not risk a flogging by avoiding this duty. Per laughed and we shook hands before I went upstairs to my room, where my supper was ready and waiting on the small table. 
 
      
 
    I offered a quiet prayer and afterwards sat and softly sang a couple of songs. I found it calming and mildly purgative, like a cool shower for the Soul. I entered a sort of light trance as I sounded the notes and words; I was sure they were deliberately designed to produce just such an effect. It was over an hour before I settled down to a sleep that was, for nearly the whole night, calm, dreamless and refreshing. 
 
      
 
    I knew I would be waking up shortly when the Vision began. I felt acutely aware and conscious of myself while in the middle of it. I remember thinking at the time that I was having to put up with the Sight rather a lot of late. 
 
      
 
    I was walking through long grass. It reached halfway up my calf and felt alive, manifested by a tingling like a stream coursing through it as I made my way. It was not pleasant. 
 
      
 
    I was in an area of open ground. I could feel, but not see, trees all around. I was not sure how big the clearing was. 
 
      
 
    In the centre there was a small stone slab, or maybe a boulder. It was rough hewn, hardly fashioned by Man, if tools had been laid to it at all. It was very old. 
 
      
 
    A tuneless chant seeped into the air from the ground. It was deep and sonorous and set the whole land vibrating, as if the earth itself was humming in harmony with the sound. I did not recognise the chant and the words were unintelligible but at the same time it was familiar. It reached back into my mind and coiled itself into the deepest recesses of my brain, seeking a home. It was sensual. It touched me in my heart of hearts and set up a resonance far within me. It curled caressingly round my hips and thighs and down between my knees and back up and stroked my loins, looking for a way in. It was hard to get to the stone. The volume rose and rose and I was invited to join in. It promised that there would be peace and harmony for me and such pleasure as I had never known. I could join in if I wanted to, and I did want to. I liked singing and the tune was so sweet, so heady and I was almost ready. I stood straight and opened my mouth and 
 
      
 
    repeated my song from the night before - it was my favourite. It told of a love that continued in triumph beyond the grave.  
 
      
 
    ‘Death did not diminish Him, nor torture overthrow 
 
    The love there was for sinful Man, that His great Heart did hold 
 
    Though evil spells and wicked deeds 
 
    His body took and bore 
 
    His Heart was ever stronger, and always would endure.’ 
 
      
 
    I would not give in. I heard a venomous hiss and it was over. 
 
      
 
    I sat up in bed and felt something close to violation, as if dead hands had caressed my skin. My flesh crept with revulsion and I wanted to be sick, the way I’d felt at the Glade the previous morning. A bowl stood on a small table in the corner of the room, with a stone jug half-filled with water in it. I grabbed the bowl, careless that I had knocked over the jug, heaved and retched and heaved again, but nothing came. There was nothing to come. I’d allowed nothing inside - but it had been terribly close. 
 
      
 
    “There will be other tests. Be strong,” someone said.  
 
      
 
    “Padhraig?” But there was no-one there. 
 
      
 
    Then the headache came but it was mild, almost as if I’d paid the price of the Vision during it, but it was still bad enough to warrant a small draught from my brown bottle. 
 
      
 
    I looked out of my small window at the night sky. The moon had set and the firmament was dark, which meant cloud cover. It might rain during the day, which would not be pleasant for the company when we started our walk up the valley that cut deep into the hills towards the south. The going would be muddy and I expected we would find some snow lying as we made our way to higher ground. The darkness also meant that I couldn’t be certain what time it was, but I was pretty sure that it was near to the hour for my morning office: close enough to make no real difference, anyway. 
 
      
 
    Afterwards I went outside for a walk in the early morning air. Full Spring was the best time for the dawn chorus but even at this early time the sound was sweet. Blackbirds were in evidence, as were robins of course, and a couple of early thrushes were competing for mates that may or may not be there. They had no need of words or structured songs; their very voices were a hymn of praise. 
 
      
 
    In a short time the eastern sky lightened enough for me to find my way easily. I hadn’t meant to walk so far: the Inn was almost a mile back. I turned to retrace my steps but then, seeing I was at the foot of a relatively low hill, I continued on up to the top.  
 
      
 
    The day was getting under way at the Inn. Someone came out of the door carrying two buckets and went into a barn. If there was cow’s milk I wanted some. Even after all these years I still found goat’s milk sharp and longed for the creamy, warm taste of the cow. I made my way as quickly as I could back to the friendly little building. 
 
      
 
    The Innkeeper met me at the door; he was just coming out to attend to some host’s chores. 
 
      
 
    “Magister, good morning to you,” he said. “You’re up even earlier than I expected. You Christian priests rise earlier than the Druids in these parts. Then again, they stay up later than you. I fear that there is little ready for breakfast yet and even the fire is barely warm. But if you can find your own way into the bar I’m sure we’ll have it comfortable for you shortly. I’m just on my way to get some more wood. It’ll be some time before we serve breakfast, your companions are still a-bed but we can find something to keep you going till then.” 
 
      
 
    I thanked my host and said that, if the servant had gone to milk the cows, I’d love to have some fresh milk and a piece of fruit to go with it. The Innkeeper laughed and said that I would have my wish. 
 
      
 
    My companions came down some time after I’d broken my fast, while I was deep in conversation with the Innkeeper. It transpired that his wife was a Christian and all the children had been baptised. He asked me to perform a short service before I left, which he said he would be pleased to attend. It would also serve the purpose of a blessing on our trip. 
 
      
 
    A short while later I presided over a small and simple service in the open air. Some of my companions came, the total attending his benediction including the Innkeeper’s extended family and servants being no more than three dozen. I noted that the number included the group who were travelling to Melrose, and the woman who had spent the boat-trip moaning. 
 
      
 
    Those who attended mainly stood, as was the Irish custom, around a table obtained from the Inn. The merchant and his family knelt or stood at various times, which distracted me a little - especially as they seemed a bit confused themselves - but I let it go. The Innkeeper had also provided a small loaf of bread and some beer, in place of wine. The offering was humble but the spirit in which it was taken was enough to grace the grandest Frankish cathedral, I thought. The father of the Melrose party hesitated before dipping his portion of bread into the beer, and the rest of his family looked to him for approval before following suit. Only the toddler showed unrestrained enthusiasm.  
 
      
 
    The wind was picking at my hair and my habit as I preached on a passage from the Gospel of St. John, in which Christ healed a man who was impotent. 
 
      
 
    There were those who couldn’t understand how the passage applied to them, as they weren’t impotent - their children demonstrated that - but the message seemed to be accepted by the rest. I wondered if I should read the Parable of the Sower to try and get through to the obstinate ones, but decided against it.  
 
      
 
    After the service and breakfast, the whole party set off up the valley: We were essentially three groups, one that was going to Luguvallium, in which was included the moaning woman, and one was headed for Dumfries in the valley of the Nith. The third was heading for Melrose. I would be with this group until then, after which I would go on alone.  
 
      
 
    We set off about two hours after full light, all together for a few miles, until our paths diverged. As I expected, a combination of recent rain and melting snow had made the road muddy. The going was slow and not eased by the constant complaints of the moaning woman from the boat. She’d been at the service in the morning and wanted me constantly by her side. When I was with her she kept up an unceasing stream of praise for me and my calling, and told me how she bore her pains bravely (if not silently, I thought), and offered all her trials up as a sacrifice that she may partake in some way in the Sacrifice of Christ.  
 
      
 
    “And I have a lot to put up with,” she told me, “what with my son-in-law - as idle a beggar as ever there was, Magister, I have to confess I don’t know why my daughter married him, lovely girl she was, could have had any man in the kingdom (saving yourself and your brothers, of course), but she settles on him and nothing I could say would change her mind. And now here he is dragging me here and there all over the countryside and into foreign lands where they speak strange languages - the Devil’s tongue, I say - and my daughter should never have married him, as I said and it is no way of life for a woman of my years - why, I am nearly forty and many of my friends have gone to their graves, God have mercy on them....” 
 
      
 
    “Lord, save me from pious women,” I muttered as I escaped from her for the third time. The merchant bound for Melrose overheard and smiled conspiratorially. He came over to join me. 
 
      
 
    “That was the first time I have attended one of your Church’s services, Father. It was an experience for me.” 
 
      
 
    “’Father’ is normally addressed to Druids in these parts, my friend. We’re known as ‘Magister’ or ‘Saint’.” The man looked mildly shocked. 
 
      
 
    “I apologise, sir. Where I am from, Saints are holy men - and women - who have died in Christ and been canonised by our Holy Mother Church, by the Pope himself in Rome, with all his Cardinals by him. So if you don’t mind, Magister is what it will be.” 
 
      
 
    “In these parts, ‘saint’ means holy man, or member of a Christian community. I take it you’re a follower of the Roman Church?” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed I am, Magister, ten years since. We are pleased to be of God’s Kingdom on Earth, and to partake of His Grace, which only it can bestow.” 
 
      
 
    I could argue about this with him or leave it for a better time. We would be fellow-travellers for some days and I didn’t want the journey to be awkward. I mentioned that the Irish Church did not entirely agree with the Romans but said that I was on my way to a great Synod, which had been called in order to sort it all out.  
 
      
 
    “I’m on my way to meet a great Roman Bishop and at least two Abbots in order that we discuss how we should all work together. I’m sure any areas of disagreement will be resolved. But I take it,” I continued before the theological dispute could be taken any further, “that you aren’t from Strathclyde?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I am, Fa - Magister, but not from these parts. Strathclyde is a great Kingdom, the greatest in Britain, and I’m from a long way south of here.” He was from further than that, if I was any kind of judge. By his height and blonde hair, the man was a Saxon. 
 
      
 
    “Oh? Whereabouts exactly?” 
 
      
 
    He described a small village, half a day’s march from the old Roman city of Deva, and a place that brought back some memories that were maybe not entirely suitable for a Christian monk. Of Morwenna and a Beltane night, nearly thirty years before. I made myself pay attention to what the merchant was saying.  
 
      
 
    “It was taken back under Strathclyde’s protection by good King Owain. Prince Owain he was then. I pray for his conversion. He’s never done us newcomers any harm and he’s saved us from the savagery of Gwynedd, so I am his man. We moved there five years ago.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I know your village, and a bustling place it is too. I’ve taken ship there in the past, and sailed across to Innis Vannin,” I said. “But you’re a long way from home?” 
 
      
 
    “Aye. I had heard that the Kingdom of Fife had a shortage, both of weavers and fine cloth and so I decided to try my luck with them. The competition is a bit fierce in the south, what with all them weavers and sheep in Gwynedd, just across the river from Deva. So I brought my family up with me and I’ll be blowed if we don’t find that Strathclyde has fallen out of sorts with Fife, and King Owain has been rude about their women, and there’s rumours that we’ll be going to war with them and maybe the Lothians too, so we changed our plans and are heading back home. But we must make something of the trip and while we sold some bolts in Dumbarton, we hear we might do well in Northumbria, at the Melrose fair in a few days. Our Southern sheep produce a finer wool than these up here, hardy as I’m sure they are, and I don’t think they’ll have seen the like of our cloth. Let me show you, and you tell me what you think.”  
 
      
 
    With that he pulled a small book out of his hip-bag which contained swatches of fine woollen cloth in a variety of colours. It was very good quality, I had to agree, and I said so. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you, Magister. I’m proud of my craft but the quality I produce is too fine for ordinary country folk. Costs too much. I can’t compromise on it, just can’t do it, I have pride in my work, spent a long time learning my trade, so we have to go where the money is - and that means the Kings’ courts, or the big fairs, wherever they are and whatever language they speak. And,” he continued. “this is by way of a pilgrimage too, as I’ve been told that the Abbey at Melrose is rather grand and a very holy place. Do you know it?” 
 
      
 
    He turned his inquiring face to me and there were maggots crawling out of his eyes. I stopped dead, as if struck by a stone. I had to lean on a boulder for support. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter?” I forced my eyes open and made myself look at the merchant. His face was perfectly normal and wore an expression of concern. I put my fingers to my temples. The pain was sharp but not overwhelming. 
 
      
 
    “A sudden headache,” I said. “I suffer from them. They take me unawares, sometimes.” I felt nauseous. 
 
      
 
    “Is there anything I can do? Would you like to rest awhile? Hold up, there! This man is unwell!” He called. 
 
      
 
    “No, it isn’t necessary. I have something.” I reached into my bag for my bottle and took a small draught. As usual, the effect was rapid. I breathed heavily for a moment, then smiled. The rest of the company, which had become strung out, was catching up with them - the Moaning Woman was getting closer but was still more concerned with her own troubles. “I’m fine now. Let’s move on. We still have a long way to go.” 
 
      
 
    The merchant asked if I was sure I was all right. I thanked him and said I was quite recovered. We all have to die sometime, I thought, and there was no indication of when this man was to meet his Maker. It might not be for many years yet - but I knew (and remembered Cunnian's complaint about the short notice my Visions gave) that my companion wasn't long for this world. I found it uncomfortable to be with him or his family and so I walked alone for a while. It wasn’t long before the message reached me that the Moaning Woman needed my company and comfort. I resigned myself to her prattle for another hour. 
 
      
 
    The going had been so sticky and hard that we had made barely eighteen miles before dusk started to close in. We’d climbed up from the river’s flood plain a little but were barely into the foothills of the Uplands. Our day’s journey had brought us to a small Inn, which had insufficient room within its walls for all of us so I at last had my wish and was able to sleep in the barn with the animals. After supper I performed my evening Office and sang another hymn. The animals seemed to enjoy it - at any rate, they listened quietly enough. Afterwards I went straight to sleep and was untroubled by any Visions. I did dream, however, a dream of Ieuan lost in a hostile forest, stumbling out into a clearing but still surrounded by the threatening trees. I could see a small path out but Ieuan couldn’t find it, and didn’t seem to be able to hear me calling the way.  
 
      
 
    Whether Sight or my own confusion had brought this to me I wasn’t sure. I remembered it only vaguely in the morning. 
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    The Weaver’s Answer 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The early afternoon of the following day would bring the parting of the ways for the company. The majority would continue up the valley of the Clyde while the merchant, his family and I would take the eastern path over the hills to the Tweed river, which we would then follow down to Melrose. We were warned to be on our guard because, although the three kingdoms of Strathclyde, Lothian and Northumbria were (for the moment) officially at peace, the frontiers were not clearly drawn and it was possible that a skirmish was taking place even now. 
 
      
 
    I held another short service before we set off, which the merchant and his family did not attend. I was sorry but didn’t push the point. 
 
      
 
    As we would be together for only a few hours more I once again went to assist the Wailing Woman’s family with their grumbling grand-dam, and was rewarded with an embarrassed smile of thanks from her ‘thoughtless’ son-in-law. I’d concluded that the man must be a veritable Job: he never complained, nor seemed to take issue with even her most unreasonable demands or scolding. I knew others who would have pitched her into the sea when they were on the boat, and faced the consequences with relief. 
 
      
 
    She was unused to exercise and was constantly pulling up, huffing and puffing, and calling on the others to wait for her. The only ones who did so were her own family. She then had to move even faster - which she did, with great alacrity - in order to catch up with her fellow travellers. It occurred to me (and I suggested it to her) that, if she could keep up a steady pace, she wouldn’t have to rush to catch up so much. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know about a steady pace, Magister, I think it’s those ahead that ought to be thinking about a steady pace. No sooner do I catch up with them than they’re pulling away from me again. I shouldn’t be here, of course, but for my feckless son-in-law, dragging me around the place. A woman of my age. Why doesn’t he have more respect for his elders? ‘Honour your father and your mother’, the Good Book says, doesn’t it Magister? So I’m told anyway, I can’t read of course - work of the Devil if you ask me, this reading. What do ordinary folk need reading for when they have their priests and their Magisters to tell them the Word of God? I don’t anyway, I’m happy to do what you say, Magister, and your brothers. And they tell me to offer my sufferings up to the Lord and to share in His sacrifice, and I’m happy to do so, you can be sure, and I rejoice in my afflictions if they bring me nearer to my God, but you know that I don’t think it’s right for others to be deciding what sufferings you should be putting up with, that’s up to God, and people my age shouldn’t be dragged around like this.” At that moment, having caught up with the rest, she had to pause for breath. With only a few slight twinges of guilt, I managed to make myself busy with the others until we came to the parting of the ways. 
 
      
 
    Each party counselled the other to take care and watch out for bandits and any other renegades there may be about, and with final good wishes we of the Melrose party struck off on the narrower path, over the hills to the headwaters of the Tweed, and east to the Abbey at the head of the river’s lowlands. 
 
      
 
    We didn’t have much time before darkness would start to close in, maybe four hours at most, but without the drag-anchor of the Wailing Woman we made good time. The top of the pass that was our immediate target was marked by a gigantic stone. It was more than twelve feet tall and its distinctive shape marked it out as a beacon in all but the very deepest winter snows. It would be a foolhardy man who would venture out into this treeless wilderness when the snow was more than a little way up the marker, but there would be some who would brave the wildest weather on their King’s business - or their own.  
 
      
 
    The stone marked the highest point of our journey. From there on, the way would be mostly downhill, following the path of a tributary until we reached the main river of the Tweed. We all remarked on the fact when we saw the little stream, flowing the opposite way from the Clyde river behind us. It gave an impetus to our steady walk and we found themselves at the village of Biggar and its Inn a good half hour before sunset. I was made particularly welcome as the pious people of the settlement hadn’t seen a priest or even a novice for weeks. They’d had a hermit nearby but he’d disappeared: whether gone off on a pilgrimage or wandered off into the winter snows to die, no-one could tell. All they knew was that he was there up to Christmastide, and had then disappeared.  
 
      
 
    I was enrolled to lead a service even before I had supper and was engaged for a further two or three hours giving medicine to the curably sick and comfort to those beyond this world’s help before I could retreat to the stable and compose myself again. My healing powers - mean and inadequate thought they were, especially when compared with Ieuan’s Gift - seemed miraculous to the small, isolated community and some who were wavering were reconfirmed in their new Christian faith. I smiled with a little bitterness at the realisation that the mumbo-jumbo of the local witchdoctors had utterly failed these people. There were no signs of any shamen now: they would keep themselves out of sight until I’d gone. I would make a point of returning here, or ask a monk from Melrose to come out and hold back the influence of the stone-worshippers. 
 
      
 
    The early spring sky was empty of clouds and when darkness fell, the stars were scattered across it like dust. It would be a cold and frosty night. I could have stood and marvelled at the sight for hours but my evening Office called. I tore my gaze away and returned to the stable. There I fixed my eyes on the blank wall in front of me and cleared my mind of all mundane thoughts.  
 
      
 
    I was able to complete most of my Office before the fuzziness of another Vision. I heard an echo of the wild chant I’d experienced two nights previously. I was ready, and gave myself up to whatever message I was sent. 
 
      
 
    I was in the clearing as before. The grass was alive with an obscene vitality that clawed at my guts and throat. I could feel my gorge rise at the sensual caressing of the blades at my feet. There was a rough-hewn stone before me and I knew, without looking, that the top had been carved into a bowl. Something was in it and I did not want to see what it was. I was not ready. There was an abomination in it that I could not yet face. I knew it had the power to drive me mad again if I saw it without the necessary strength, and I was not strong enough, not yet. I turned and looked for a way out. There were trees around, and a figure on the boundary, beckoning me. It was familiar. I walked towards it, away from the altar, and saw a statue that I had not noticed previously. It was bent like an old man but its face was shrouded in a hood and I could not see who it was. 
 
      
 
    The figure at the woods beckoned again, with more urgency. I recognised it but could not quite determine who it was. It seemed older. I went towards it, away from the altar. 
 
      
 
    There was a white yearling fawn in the woods, with a circlet around its neck. There was the sound of hounds - they had got its scent. The fawn leaped out of the trees and ran into the clearing. I tried to stop it. Being torn to pieces was better than the least fate that awaited such an innocent creature at the altar. I tried to stop it but it ran straight through me, because I wasn’t there.  
 
      
 
    I was looking at a castle atop a hill, overlooking a wide river estuary. Someone was walking among the huts gathered outside, collecting offerings. Some were made willingly, others had to be taken by force.  
 
      
 
    I turned away and saw a beautiful young man walking towards me. He was saying something, but I could not make out what it was. I knew, however, that the young man was offering me all I desired, and it was in his power to give it. I sang the first two lines of the Resurrection song and turned away.  
 
      
 
    The castle had disappeared. A fire raged before me and I knew that my true desire was beyond it. I felt a yearning to get through and to meet the Truth on the other side. I took a step forward. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” I heard someone say. It was a sweet voice, an old friend’s voice, and I loved it as much as I loved myself. “Not yet, there is more to do.” 
 
      
 
    The fire faded and my nose was up against the stable wall. I felt my way around the straw-strewn floor until I found my bag and took a reasonable draught of medicine against the headache, then laid myself down to sleep. 
 
      
 
    I slept soundly; so soundly I was late getting up and found my companions ready for departure. There was time for only the briefest of breakfasts before we were ready to be on our way again - but I wasn’t to depart immediately. An exasperated-looking local came up with a young boy in tow - probably no more than six, by my estimate. The (presumed) father shuffled his feet and looked alternately embarrassed and imploring towards me. 
 
      
 
    “How can I help you?” I prompted. The father looked relieved. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the boy, Magister. He’s so full of questions about this Christian religion of yours. I can’t answer them, I don’t know enough. Please talk to him for us. He’s driving us mad!” 
 
      
 
    I considered the child. There was a gleam of a sharp mind in the eyes that regarded me steadily for a moment before a word from his father cast them down in respect. I asked my companions to spare me a few moments and then sat down, calling the boy over to me. I was a stocky man and my shaved head and flowing hair could be intimidating for a child. 
 
      
 
    “What would you like to ask me?” 
 
      
 
    He was full of questions, about the Old gods, whether they had been killed when our new one came, whether the Old ones did any harm – I was subject to quite a searching examination. He asserted that he thought he liked the Old ones better, the little spirits of the spring, and whether the offerings they had made had any value. But he did say that there were some that he didn’t like.  
 
      
 
    “Which ones are you thinking of?” The boy looked down and shuffled his feet, suddenly reluctant to continue. “Go on,” I prodded gently, “you can tell me. I won’t be angry with you.” The boy looked up, unsure, and I nodded encouragement. 
 
      
 
    “There’s the one that eats children.” There was another sharp intake of breath, through more than one mouth this time. 
 
      
 
    “What is this one called?” 
 
      
 
    “Cromm.” there were several who made the sign against evil. “Cromm Cruaich. He eats children, doesn’t he?” I took a moment before answering and suddenly remembered the talisman in my pocket. I’d meant to discuss it with Ieuan. 
 
      
 
    I explained that not all spirits were God’s servants and that some had rebelled against him, that they were proud and arrogant and didn’t want to serve anyone. And that they hated humanity and he must always be on his guard against them.  
 
      
 
    “Did God create everything?” I nodded. “Then did he create the Devil and his demons too? Why did he do that?” Some in the small audience smiled at the lad’s audacity. Others disapproved of his forwardness and what they considered something close to blasphemy. I took his shoulder and dropped down to his level again, regarding him seriously. He returned my gaze with a very steady one of his own. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your name, boy?” 
 
      
 
    “Bedwyr, Magister.” 
 
      
 
    “Bedwyr, I want you to listen to me. Would you like to go somewhere no-one minds you asking questions and thinking about these things?” The boy’s eyes snapped sharply into focus and there was interest: real interest but not commitment. He was thinking about it and he glanced behind to his father. I followed his look and spoke again. “I think he could do well under the tutelage of my brothers at Melrose, or maybe even Lindisfarne, and he may grow to be an asset. Would you be willing to let him go?” 
 
      
 
    The man didn’t answer immediately. I could see two conflicting emotions were at war in him: on the one hand, the boy would grow to be a useful and productive pair of hands to help eke out whatever mean existence the family had but, on the other hand, he would be a mouth to feed and a burden for some years yet. The father in his turn looked over to a woman standing in the small crowd, who had one child in a shabby and threadbare shawl tied over her shoulders, another dangling from her hand and a third playing in the dirt at her feet: she looked worn out and on the verge of old age, although she was probably less than twenty-five years old. The boy interrupted before she could answer. 
 
      
 
    “Would they let me learn to read and write?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes: they would teach you. Would you like to learn?” The boy nodded vigorously. I looked again to the woman, the child’s mother, who shrugged her shoulders indifferently. She had enough to contend with, I thought, without this child plaguing her with questions she couldn’t answer. The father replied for the two of them. 
 
      
 
    “If you think he will make a good monk - I wouldn’t want any shame on us if he was sent back in disgrace - and if he wants it, well,” he stood straight and squared his shoulders, “I won’t stand in his way.” and he stood back from the two of us as if relinquishing his charge. “But if you would be so kind, Magister, if he will be of worth to you then I have to ask you, with respect of course...,” the man became tongue-tied and I nodded encouragement. I knew what was coming. “Well sir, your honour, he would have been of some worth to us in a couple of years, poor as we are, he could have earned his keep and maybe a little more besides, helped out as it were...” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want, friend?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I hesitate to ask but it has been a very hard year for us, very hard. We didn’t have a good harvest last year and all the mouths to feed...” his voice trailed off again. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll ask the Abbott at Melrose. If he decides to take the boy, and only then, to send you a bushel of seed corn in time for planting.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh thank you sir, thank you. That would be most kind, you are very generous, thank you.” He would have carried on for some time in this vein if I hadn’t cut him short. 
 
      
 
    “I trust the boy will turn out to be worth it. I can see you are a hard-working man, but don’t be so foolish as to eat your seed again.” Bedwyr’s father nodded vigorously and retreated, still muttering thanks. 
 
      
 
    I was only mildly surprised to realise that the child was expected to leave with me that day. I prevailed upon my companions to delay a few more minutes while the boy’s meagre belongings were thrust into a ragged square of cloth, to which was added a small loaf of bread, some cheese and a leather water bottle. The cloth was tied into a bag and suspended from a short stick that he balanced on his shoulder. There were a few tears at the parting. Emotions that the small family had thought had withered being shown at last, until finally - and with promises to visit being exchanged on both sides - I was ready to leave with the rest. 
 
      
 
    Just over two hours later the stream we were following joined another and the two combined were well on their way to becoming the Tweed. We were heartened and wanted to push on as quickly as possible, but when we came across a pool narrowing to a short series of waterfalls, I could see from little offerings of rags on the hedges and small carved figures that it was an old holy Ylace was obviously pagan, which totally equated to devil-worship in his mind, and he wasn’t slow to let me have his opinion. 
 
      
 
    “For me and my family the place to worship is God’s house. That’s where the Lord is, in the blessed sacrament. Our priests tell us it is so, and that the World is a place where the Devil roams unhindered. You can see evidence of his worshippers all around the place.” He shuddered, although it wasn’t cold. “I won’t stop with you, and neither will my family. And you should move on and pass it by too, for the boy’s sake. You shouldn’t lead him into false practises. Better if this place was burned to ashes - as its Master’s followers will burn to ashes - before any righteous man paused here for longer than a moment.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t persuade him to stay, even by reminding him that Christ was baptised in the River Jordan, not in a cathedral. 
 
      
 
    “You have too much pagan in your worship. This icy stream is not the River Jordan and this bleak hillside is not the Holy Land. We will not stay. If you will, you can catch us up as best you can when you’ve finished your rites. We can’t stop you. We will tolerate you travelling with us, but don’t ask us to be an audience while you commit blasphemy!” The man was getting quite heated and when I looked at him I expected to see a flushed face with anger in the eyes, but instead I saw the worms again. I feared that the weaver’s death was very close. I implored him to remain, told him that I was concerned for him in the wilderness, in this disputed area. As a monk, I could help overcome any language barrier as I spoke English as well as British and Gaelic, and help to overcome misunderstandings that could turn dangerous. But he would not be moved.  
 
      
 
    His wife could see my concern and started to ask what I was worried about, but her husband cut her short. He ordered them all to take up their burdens again and herded his little flock off down the path. They went, carrying all their worldly wealth on their backs: heavy burdens indeed, I thought. They’d travelled hundreds of miles in their attempts to get the highest possible price for their produce and had probably spent more on travel and accommodation than they would gain in the end, even in the richest market-place. It seemed more like obsession than genuine pride in workmanship.  
 
      
 
    While I felt that I should run and catch them up again, the pull of the grotto was even stronger. To pass this holy place by would be to fail in my duty as a pilgrim monk. The feeling of Power was strong in this place. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see you later if you wish it,” the Merchant called back over his shoulder but I feared for him. His companions would not be persuaded, and I had tried, so all I could do was pray for them. 
 
      
 
    Bedwyr asked what had happened. I explained something of our differences as best I could. It was obvious to him that the pool was a holy place so he didn’t really understand. He opened his mouth to ask more but I silenced him with a gently raised hand, and asked him to sit quietly on the bank while I prayed. 
 
      
 
    The pool was peaceful and it looked inviting, but a touch of my toe told me that it was icy. It was still very cold further up into the hills and the sun was only just strong enough to melt enough ice and snow to feed the headwaters and fill the shallows. The full floods wouldn’t be for a couple of weeks yet. 
 
      
 
    St Columba taught that a monk should take every opportunity for penance and mortification of the flesh. I wouldn’t be the first to take that teaching as an invitation to stand in a freezing cold pool for half an hour and overcome the discomfort by concentrating on higher things. Nonetheless it wasn’t without some trepidation that I stripped off and stepped into the water. At its deepest point it came up to my chest. 
 
      
 
    The cold seeped into my bones and the motion of the stream, although slowed by the lip before the small falls, was an added distraction. A less disciplined person wouldn’t have even entered the water, far less remained in it for up to an hour, but my training enabled me to utilise and then transcend the bodily discomfort. I was aware of it but didn’t allow it to distract me, any more than the strain on my arms as I held them out could distract me. I attained a trance-like state wherein I could contemplate all the great mysteries of the earth and heaven.  
 
      
 
    My meditation complete, I stepped out of the water and rubbed myself briskly to dry off. The sun gave a little help, even from its thin weakness. I was pulling my robe back on when I heard a light splash and saw in the stream what looked like a child’s doll, half submerged. It could not be a doll, though, because it was trailing blood. A rock caught it close by where I stood, and the blood flowed and flowed out until the whole pool was full of it, and still it came. I splashed out into the shallows, heedless of getting my robe wet, and reached out for the body which I could see now was a baby. I could just reach the pudgy little arm and I went to grasp it and my hand came away with nothing, as I’d known it would. The pool was clear and empty of anything except water and fish. I was standing at the edge, bending over with my arm outstretched. I collected myself and finished getting dressed, gathered my things together and set off down the trail at as quickly as I could, Bedwyr’s hand in mine. I didn’t expect to catch the Merchant and his family before they stopped for the day but the better the progress we made, the more likely it would be that we would spend the night in the same place and resume our strained companionship in the morning. 
 
      
 
    “What did you See?” Bedwyr asked. I hadn’t spoken more than a couple of words to him since coming out of the pool. I was surprised that the boy knew immediately what was going on. “Oh, I’ve seen someone with the Sight before. She was from Erin, too, or maybe their new kingdom in the north. She spoke funny anyway, like you. When she had a Vision, she would walk strangely and then just stop, just like you did back there. She was nearly ridden down by a soldier’s horse once. She didn’t see it at all.” and he giggled. 
 
      
 
    “I saw something very unpleasant,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean the man is right? That the pool is evil?” the boy’s face was open and merely than interested. 
 
      
 
    “No. But I haven’t worked out what it is yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not? I thought you were clever, one of the cleverest people in the world. All the Magisters are, aren’t they?” I smiled a little, but not without a touch of exasperation. 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes God likes to see us work things out for ourselves,” I said, forestalling the next question. “Like I would like to see you taught to read for yourself by the brothers rather than being read to. It would make me happy, as it makes God happy to see us learn things without having to be told all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “The merchant thinks we should be told everything by the Pope in Rome, I heard him say so.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t agree, and neither do the Magisters at Melrose. Now can I ask you to be quiet for a while, or I’ll never be able to discover what God wants me to see.” This chastened the child and we proceeded in silence, walking as quickly as the shorter legs could allow. 
 
      
 
    I considered the Vision of the dead baby in the pool. The blood indicated a serious injury, possibly even sacrifice, but what I could not decide was whether this was a Sight of older rites associated with the pool or some kind of premonition, or something else. The old Power could linger long after its devotees had disappeared but there had been no feeling of Evil in the place when I came upon it so I could rule out a hangover from the old days. 

I followed the trail with scant attention as I bent my mind to the problem, despite the fact that it was probably pointless. Visions that were not immediately explicable, like the one last night of the fawn, usually had to be left until their meaning was made clear by events.  
 
      
 
    Nonetheless I continued to search for a meaning. It was one way of passing the time but I had the feeling that there was a significance that I could understand now, if only I could make a connection, a connection that I began to feel was in my head, if only I could locate it. Whenever I began to feel some kind of coincident line of thought, I found himself up against a dead end. 
 
      
 
    No, that wasn’t really true, I thought, after a while. It wasn’t a dead end, it was a closed door, which was different. I considered the door: I could see it in my mind’s eye. It was large and solid, heavily bolted and barred but from my own side. I could unlock it if I had the key.  
 
      
 
    I felt a shiver as I searched in my mind for the key. I had it already, I knew I had, but the shiver was of fear: behind the door lay madness, and I recoiled from it. I’d been there, inside the labyrinth beyond the door. I didn’t want to go there again. 
 
      
 
    I went on, head bowed, trying to sort out the problem without opening the dreadful door. There must be a solution this side of madness and I would find it, I would go round and through the thickest tangles, as the badger had shown me the way away from the Glade.  
 
      
 
    I wandered into a clearing, still wrapped up in my problem. Bedwyr tugged my arm urgently and we were confronted with something that was not a Vision, though I wished profoundly that it was. It was a scene of horror but there was a kind of sense to it. 
 
      
 
    There seemed to be bodies everywhere, filling the clearing from one side to another, but there could be no more than seven, including the children. I looked around for them first and found them. All three were dead, even the baby, from single sword wounds to the back. They wouldn’t have suffered much - beyond the terror of knowing they were going to die of course, which would have been suffering enough for anyone. Their mother was nearby, reaching out for her babes. Her throat had been cut. Her brothers must have put up a fight, as they’d all sustained more than one wound. They had bled from their arms and sides but a massive blow that had opened his head had finished off one. The other’s final wound was not determinable: he had so many. 
 
      
 
    Of the family’s goods there was no sign, which wasn’t surprising, but the Weaver himself was not with the rest and I went looking for him. He wasn’t far and he was still alive, although very badly wounded and not long for the world. He could speak and was able to call me over. He was in a lot of pain and his tunic was soaked with blood. I knelt beside him and took his hand. 
 
      
 
    “What happened? Robbers?” The Weaver nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I think so. They overwhelmed us. A dozen at least. We tried to resist them but there were too many.” He looked around. “They wanted our stock. We tried to resist them.” I nodded. It was unlikely that the family would’ve been spared even if they had given up the stock, but this proud man had not even considered that course. Not even for the sake of his family. Greed and Pride were heavy burdens. “They killed us all. Even the children. There were too many.” He tried to sit up but the pain was too great. “They’ve killed us all.” He grabbed my hand. “Shrieve me, priest. Hear my confession. Give me absolution. Bless me Father, for I have sinned...” He tried to sit up again but I held him back and spoke gently. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, We don’t do that. Forgiveness is in God’s hands alone. You must face him with all your life as an offering: the good he will accept and the bad he will cast aside.” The Merchant’s face contorted with pain and anger. 
 
      
 
    “You can shrieve me. You must. You must. Whatever you bind on Earth shall be bound in Heaven. Whatever you loose on Earth shall be loosed in Heaven. You must shrieve me. I have sinned. You must free me from my sins before I go to meet my Maker. You must. The Bible says you can.” I told him again that I could not. 
 
      
 
    “Then what use are you to anyone? You can’t do anything, you can’t help a man in his extremity. You’re useless as a priest and no man either. You are not a man of God, you’re the devil’s creature in disguise. Come to fool the simple and gullible. You’re worse than the pagans and I curse you for it. If you let me go to Hell unshriven, then I will see you there too.” With that, his face twisted again and he died. 
 
      
 
    I prised the dead man’s fingers from my own and stood up. He had gripped as tight as death itself in his final agony. I sighed and asked God to have mercy on his soul. At his end he was genuinely sorry for his sins, and frightened of what may lie in store for him. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    11 
 
      
 
    The Weaver’s Answer 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The early afternoon of the following day would bring the parting of the ways for the company. The majority would continue up the valley of the Clyde while the merchant, his family and I would take the eastern path over the hills to the Tweed river, which we would then follow down to Melrose. We were warned to be on our guard because, although the three kingdoms of Strathclyde, Lothian and Northumbria were (for the moment) officially at peace, the frontiers were not clearly drawn and it was possible that a skirmish was taking place even now. 
 
      
 
    I held another short service before we set off, which the merchant and his family did not attend. I was sorry but didn’t push the point. 
 
      
 
    As we would be together for only a few hours more I once again went to assist the Wailing Woman’s family with their grumbling grand-dam, and was rewarded with an embarrassed smile of thanks from her ‘thoughtless’ son-in-law. I’d concluded that the man must be a veritable Job: he never complained, nor seemed to take issue with even her most unreasonable demands or scolding. I knew others who would have pitched her into the sea when they were on the boat, and faced the consequences with relief. 
 
      
 
    She was unused to exercise and was constantly pulling up, huffing and puffing, and calling on the others to wait for her. The only ones who did so were her own family. She then had to move even faster - which she did, with great alacrity - in order to catch up with her fellow travellers. It occurred to me (and I suggested it to her) that, if she could keep up a steady pace, she wouldn’t have to rush to catch up so much. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know about a steady pace, Magister, I think it’s those ahead that ought to be thinking about a steady pace. No sooner do I catch up with them than they’re pulling away from me again. I shouldn’t be here, of course, but for my feckless son-in-law, dragging me around the place. A woman of my age. Why doesn’t he have more respect for his elders? ‘Honour your father and your mother’, the Good Book says, doesn’t it Magister? So I’m told anyway, I can’t read of course - work of the Devil if you ask me, this reading. What do ordinary folk need reading for when they have their priests and their Magisters to tell them the Word of God? I don’t anyway, I’m happy to do what you say, Magister, and your brothers. And they tell me to offer my sufferings up to the Lord and to share in His sacrifice, and I’m happy to do so, you can be sure, and I rejoice in my afflictions if they bring me nearer to my God, but you know that I don’t think it’s right for others to be deciding what sufferings you should be putting up with, that’s up to God, and people my age shouldn’t be dragged around like this.” At that moment, having caught up with the rest, she had to pause for breath. With only a few slight twinges of guilt, I managed to make myself busy with the others until we came to the parting of the ways. 
 
      
 
    Each party counselled the other to take care and watch out for bandits and any other renegades there may be about, and with final good wishes we of the Melrose party struck off on the narrower path, over the hills to the headwaters of the Tweed, and east to the Abbey at the head of the river’s lowlands. 
 
      
 
    We didn’t have much time before darkness would start to close in, maybe four hours at most, but without the drag-anchor of the Wailing Woman we made good time. The top of the pass that was our immediate target was marked by a gigantic stone. It was more than twelve feet tall and its distinctive shape marked it out as a beacon in all but the very deepest winter snows. It would be a foolhardy man who would venture out into this treeless wilderness when the snow was more than a little way up the marker, but there would be some who would brave the wildest weather on their King’s business - or their own.  
 
      
 
    The stone marked the highest point of our journey. From there on, the way would be mostly downhill, following the path of a tributary until we reached the main river of the Tweed. We all remarked on the fact when we saw the little stream, flowing the opposite way from the Clyde river behind us. It gave an impetus to our steady walk and we found themselves at the village of Biggar and its Inn a good half hour before sunset. I was made particularly welcome as the pious people of the settlement hadn’t seen a priest or even a novice for weeks. They’d had a hermit nearby but he’d disappeared: whether gone off on a pilgrimage or wandered off into the winter snows to die, no-one could tell. All they knew was that he was there up to Christmastide, and had then disappeared.  
 
      
 
    I was enrolled to lead a service even before I had supper and was engaged for a further two or three hours giving medicine to the curably sick and comfort to those beyond this world’s help before I could retreat to the stable and compose myself again. My healing powers - mean and inadequate thought they were, especially when compared with Ieuan’s Gift - seemed miraculous to the small, isolated community and some who were wavering were reconfirmed in their new Christian faith. I smiled with a little bitterness at the realisation that the mumbo-jumbo of the local witchdoctors had utterly failed these people. There were no signs of any shamen now: they would keep themselves out of sight until I’d gone. I would make a point of returning here, or ask a monk from Melrose to come out and hold back the influence of the stone-worshippers. 
 
      
 
    The early spring sky was empty of clouds and when darkness fell, the stars were scattered across it like dust. It would be a cold and frosty night. I could have stood and marvelled at the sight for hours but my evening Office called. I tore my gaze away and returned to the stable. There I fixed my eyes on the blank wall in front of me and cleared my mind of all mundane thoughts.  
 
      
 
    I was able to complete most of my Office before the fuzziness of another Vision. I heard an echo of the wild chant I’d experienced two nights previously. I was ready, and gave myself up to whatever message I was sent. 
 
      
 
    I was in the clearing as before. The grass was alive with an obscene vitality that clawed at my guts and throat. I could feel my gorge rise at the sensual caressing of the blades at my feet. There was a rough-hewn stone before me and I knew, without looking, that the top had been carved into a bowl. Something was in it and I did not want to see what it was. I was not ready. There was an abomination in it that I could not yet face. I knew it had the power to drive me mad again if I saw it without the necessary strength, and I was not strong enough, not yet. I turned and looked for a way out. There were trees around, and a figure on the boundary, beckoning me. It was familiar. I walked towards it, away from the altar, and saw a statue that I had not noticed previously. It was bent like an old man but its face was shrouded in a hood and I could not see who it was. 
 
      
 
    The figure at the woods beckoned again, with more urgency. I recognised it but could not quite determine who it was. It seemed older. I went towards it, away from the altar. 
 
      
 
    There was a white yearling fawn in the woods, with a circlet around its neck. There was the sound of hounds - they had got its scent. The fawn leaped out of the trees and ran into the clearing. I tried to stop it. Being torn to pieces was better than the least fate that awaited such an innocent creature at the altar. I tried to stop it but it ran straight through me, because I wasn’t there.  
 
      
 
    I was looking at a castle atop a hill, overlooking a wide river estuary. Someone was walking among the huts gathered outside, collecting offerings. Some were made willingly, others had to be taken by force.  
 
      
 
    I turned away and saw a beautiful young man walking towards me. He was saying something, but I could not make out what it was. I knew, however, that the young man was offering me all I desired, and it was in his power to give it. I sang the first two lines of the Resurrection song and turned away.  
 
      
 
    The castle had disappeared. A fire raged before me and I knew that my true desire was beyond it. I felt a yearning to get through and to meet the Truth on the other side. I took a step forward. 
 
      
 
    “Not yet,” I heard someone say. It was a sweet voice, an old friend’s voice, and I loved it as much as I loved myself. “Not yet, there is more to do.” 
 
      
 
    The fire faded and my nose was up against the stable wall. I felt my way around the straw-strewn floor until I found my bag and took a reasonable draught of medicine against the headache, then laid myself down to sleep. 
 
      
 
    I slept soundly; so soundly I was late getting up and found my companions ready for departure. There was time for only the briefest of breakfasts before we were ready to be on our way again - but I wasn’t to depart immediately. An exasperated-looking local came up with a young boy in tow - probably no more than six, by my estimate. The (presumed) father shuffled his feet and looked alternately embarrassed and imploring towards me. 
 
      
 
    “How can I help you?” I prompted. The father looked relieved. 
 
      
 
    “It’s the boy, Magister. He’s so full of questions about this Christian religion of yours. I can’t answer them, I don’t know enough. Please talk to him for us. He’s driving us mad!” 
 
      
 
    I considered the child. There was a gleam of a sharp mind in the eyes that regarded me steadily for a moment before a word from his father cast them down in respect. I asked my companions to spare me a few moments and then sat down, calling the boy over to me. I was a stocky man and my shaved head and flowing hair could be intimidating for a child. 
 
      
 
    “What would you like to ask me?” 
 
      
 
    He was full of questions, about the Old gods, whether they had been killed when our new one came, whether the Old ones did any harm – I was subject to quite a searching examination. He asserted that he thought he liked the Old ones better, the little spirits of the spring, and whether the offerings they had made had any value. But he did say that there were some that he didn’t like.  
 
      
 
    “Which ones are you thinking of?” The boy looked down and shuffled his feet, suddenly reluctant to continue. “Go on,” I prodded gently, “you can tell me. I won’t be angry with you.” The boy looked up, unsure, and I nodded encouragement. 
 
      
 
    “There’s the one that eats children.” There was another sharp intake of breath, through more than one mouth this time. 
 
      
 
    “What is this one called?” 
 
      
 
    “Cromm.” there were several who made the sign against evil. “Cromm Cruaich. He eats children, doesn’t he?” I took a moment before answering and suddenly remembered the talisman in my pocket. I’d meant to discuss it with Ieuan. 
 
      
 
    I explained that not all spirits were God’s servants and that some had rebelled against him, that they were proud and arrogant and didn’t want to serve anyone. And that they hated humanity and he must always be on his guard against them.  
 
      
 
    “Did God create everything?” I nodded. “Then did he create the Devil and his demons too? Why did he do that?” Some in the small audience smiled at the lad’s audacity. Others disapproved of his forwardness and what they considered something close to blasphemy. I took his shoulder and dropped down to his level again, regarding him seriously. He returned my gaze with a very steady one of his own. 
 
      
 
    “What’s your name, boy?” 
 
      
 
    “Bedwyr, Magister.” 
 
      
 
    “Bedwyr, I want you to listen to me. Would you like to go somewhere no-one minds you asking questions and thinking about these things?” The boy’s eyes snapped sharply into focus and there was interest: real interest but not commitment. He was thinking about it and he glanced behind to his father. I followed his look and spoke again. “I think he could do well under the tutelage of my brothers at Melrose, or maybe even Lindisfarne, and he may grow to be an asset. Would you be willing to let him go?” 
 
      
 
    The man didn’t answer immediately. I could see two conflicting emotions were at war in him: on the one hand, the boy would grow to be a useful and productive pair of hands to help eke out whatever mean existence the family had but, on the other hand, he would be a mouth to feed and a burden for some years yet. The father in his turn looked over to a woman standing in the small crowd, who had one child in a shabby and threadbare shawl tied over her shoulders, another dangling from her hand and a third playing in the dirt at her feet: she looked worn out and on the verge of old age, although she was probably less than twenty-five years old. The boy interrupted before she could answer. 
 
      
 
    “Would they let me learn to read and write?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes: they would teach you. Would you like to learn?” The boy nodded vigorously. I looked again to the woman, the child’s mother, who shrugged her shoulders indifferently. She had enough to contend with, I thought, without this child plaguing her with questions she couldn’t answer. The father replied for the two of them. 
 
      
 
    “If you think he will make a good monk - I wouldn’t want any shame on us if he was sent back in disgrace - and if he wants it, well,” he stood straight and squared his shoulders, “I won’t stand in his way.” and he stood back from the two of us as if relinquishing his charge. “But if you would be so kind, Magister, if he will be of worth to you then I have to ask you, with respect of course...,” the man became tongue-tied and I nodded encouragement. I knew what was coming. “Well sir, your honour, he would have been of some worth to us in a couple of years, poor as we are, he could have earned his keep and maybe a little more besides, helped out as it were...” 
 
      
 
    “What do you want, friend?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, I hesitate to ask but it has been a very hard year for us, very hard. We didn’t have a good harvest last year and all the mouths to feed...” his voice trailed off again. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll ask the Abbott at Melrose. If he decides to take the boy, and only then, to send you a bushel of seed corn in time for planting.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh thank you sir, thank you. That would be most kind, you are very generous, thank you.” He would have carried on for some time in this vein if I hadn’t cut him short. 
 
      
 
    “I trust the boy will turn out to be worth it. I can see you are a hard-working man, but don’t be so foolish as to eat your seed again.” Bedwyr’s father nodded vigorously and retreated, still muttering thanks. 
 
      
 
    I was only mildly surprised to realise that the child was expected to leave with me that day. I prevailed upon my companions to delay a few more minutes while the boy’s meagre belongings were thrust into a ragged square of cloth, to which was added a small loaf of bread, some cheese and a leather water bottle. The cloth was tied into a bag and suspended from a short stick that he balanced on his shoulder. There were a few tears at the parting. Emotions that the small family had thought had withered being shown at last, until finally - and with promises to visit being exchanged on both sides - I was ready to leave with the rest. 
 
      
 
    Just over two hours later the stream we were following joined another and the two combined were well on their way to becoming the Tweed. We were heartened and wanted to push on as quickly as possible, but when we came across a pool narrowing to a short series of waterfalls, I could see from little offerings of rags on the hedges and small carved figures that it was an old holy Ylace was obviously pagan, which totally equated to devil-worship in his mind, and he wasn’t slow to let me have his opinion. 
 
      
 
    “For me and my family the place to worship is God’s house. That’s where the Lord is, in the blessed sacrament. Our priests tell us it is so, and that the World is a place where the Devil roams unhindered. You can see evidence of his worshippers all around the place.” He shuddered, although it wasn’t cold. “I won’t stop with you, and neither will my family. And you should move on and pass it by too, for the boy’s sake. You shouldn’t lead him into false practises. Better if this place was burned to ashes - as its Master’s followers will burn to ashes - before any righteous man paused here for longer than a moment.” 
 
      
 
    I couldn’t persuade him to stay, even by reminding him that Christ was baptised in the River Jordan, not in a cathedral. 
 
      
 
    “You have too much pagan in your worship. This icy stream is not the River Jordan and this bleak hillside is not the Holy Land. We will not stay. If you will, you can catch us up as best you can when you’ve finished your rites. We can’t stop you. We will tolerate you travelling with us, but don’t ask us to be an audience while you commit blasphemy!” The man was getting quite heated and when I looked at him I expected to see a flushed face with anger in the eyes, but instead I saw the worms again. I feared that the weaver’s death was very close. I implored him to remain, told him that I was concerned for him in the wilderness, in this disputed area. As a monk, I could help overcome any language barrier as I spoke English as well as British and Gaelic, and help to overcome misunderstandings that could turn dangerous. But he would not be moved.  
 
      
 
    His wife could see my concern and started to ask what I was worried about, but her husband cut her short. He ordered them all to take up their burdens again and herded his little flock off down the path. They went, carrying all their worldly wealth on their backs: heavy burdens indeed, I thought. They’d travelled hundreds of miles in their attempts to get the highest possible price for their produce and had probably spent more on travel and accommodation than they would gain in the end, even in the richest market-place. It seemed more like obsession than genuine pride in workmanship.  
 
      
 
    While I felt that I should run and catch them up again, the pull of the grotto was even stronger. To pass this holy place by would be to fail in my duty as a pilgrim monk. The feeling of Power was strong in this place. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see you later if you wish it,” the Merchant called back over his shoulder but I feared for him. His companions would not be persuaded, and I had tried, so all I could do was pray for them. 
 
      
 
    Bedwyr asked what had happened. I explained something of our differences as best I could. It was obvious to him that the pool was a holy place so he didn’t really understand. He opened his mouth to ask more but I silenced him with a gently raised hand, and asked him to sit quietly on the bank while I prayed. 
 
      
 
    The pool was peaceful and it looked inviting, but a touch of my toe told me that it was icy. It was still very cold further up into the hills and the sun was only just strong enough to melt enough ice and snow to feed the headwaters and fill the shallows. The full floods wouldn’t be for a couple of weeks yet. 
 
      
 
    St Columba taught that a monk should take every opportunity for penance and mortification of the flesh. I wouldn’t be the first to take that teaching as an invitation to stand in a freezing cold pool for half an hour and overcome the discomfort by concentrating on higher things. Nonetheless it wasn’t without some trepidation that I stripped off and stepped into the water. At its deepest point it came up to my chest. 
 
      
 
    The cold seeped into my bones and the motion of the stream, although slowed by the lip before the small falls, was an added distraction. A less disciplined person wouldn’t have even entered the water, far less remained in it for up to an hour, but my training enabled me to utilise and then transcend the bodily discomfort. I was aware of it but didn’t allow it to distract me, any more than the strain on my arms as I held them out could distract me. I attained a trance-like state wherein I could contemplate all the great mysteries of the earth and heaven.  
 
      
 
    My meditation complete, I stepped out of the water and rubbed myself briskly to dry off. The sun gave a little help, even from its thin weakness. I was pulling my robe back on when I heard a light splash and saw in the stream what looked like a child’s doll, half submerged. It could not be a doll, though, because it was trailing blood. A rock caught it close by where I stood, and the blood flowed and flowed out until the whole pool was full of it, and still it came. I splashed out into the shallows, heedless of getting my robe wet, and reached out for the body which I could see now was a baby. I could just reach the pudgy little arm and I went to grasp it and my hand came away with nothing, as I’d known it would. The pool was clear and empty of anything except water and fish. I was standing at the edge, bending over with my arm outstretched. I collected myself and finished getting dressed, gathered my things together and set off down the trail at as quickly as I could, Bedwyr’s hand in mine. I didn’t expect to catch the Merchant and his family before they stopped for the day but the better the progress we made, the more likely it would be that we would spend the night in the same place and resume our strained companionship in the morning. 
 
      
 
    “What did you See?” Bedwyr asked. I hadn’t spoken more than a couple of words to him since coming out of the pool. I was surprised that the boy knew immediately what was going on. “Oh, I’ve seen someone with the Sight before. She was from Erin, too, or maybe their new kingdom in the north. She spoke funny anyway, like you. When she had a Vision, she would walk strangely and then just stop, just like you did back there. She was nearly ridden down by a soldier’s horse once. She didn’t see it at all.” and he giggled. 
 
      
 
    “I saw something very unpleasant,” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Does that mean the man is right? That the pool is evil?” the boy’s face was open and merely than interested. 
 
      
 
    “No. But I haven’t worked out what it is yet.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not? I thought you were clever, one of the cleverest people in the world. All the Magisters are, aren’t they?” I smiled a little, but not without a touch of exasperation. 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes God likes to see us work things out for ourselves,” I said, forestalling the next question. “Like I would like to see you taught to read for yourself by the brothers rather than being read to. It would make me happy, as it makes God happy to see us learn things without having to be told all the time.” 
 
      
 
    “The merchant thinks we should be told everything by the Pope in Rome, I heard him say so.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t agree, and neither do the Magisters at Melrose. Now can I ask you to be quiet for a while, or I’ll never be able to discover what God wants me to see.” This chastened the child and we proceeded in silence, walking as quickly as the shorter legs could allow. 
 
      
 
    I considered the Vision of the dead baby in the pool. The blood indicated a serious injury, possibly even sacrifice, but what I could not decide was whether this was a Sight of older rites associated with the pool or some kind of premonition, or something else. The old Power could linger long after its devotees had disappeared but there had been no feeling of Evil in the place when I came upon it so I could rule out a hangover from the old days. 

I followed the trail with scant attention as I bent my mind to the problem, despite the fact that it was probably pointless. Visions that were not immediately explicable, like the one last night of the fawn, usually had to be left until their meaning was made clear by events.  
 
      
 
    Nonetheless I continued to search for a meaning. It was one way of passing the time but I had the feeling that there was a significance that I could understand now, if only I could make a connection, a connection that I began to feel was in my head, if only I could locate it. Whenever I began to feel some kind of coincident line of thought, I found himself up against a dead end. 
 
      
 
    No, that wasn’t really true, I thought, after a while. It wasn’t a dead end, it was a closed door, which was different. I considered the door: I could see it in my mind’s eye. It was large and solid, heavily bolted and barred but from my own side. I could unlock it if I had the key.  
 
      
 
    I felt a shiver as I searched in my mind for the key. I had it already, I knew I had, but the shiver was of fear: behind the door lay madness, and I recoiled from it. I’d been there, inside the labyrinth beyond the door. I didn’t want to go there again. 
 
      
 
    I went on, head bowed, trying to sort out the problem without opening the dreadful door. There must be a solution this side of madness and I would find it, I would go round and through the thickest tangles, as the badger had shown me the way away from the Glade.  
 
      
 
    I wandered into a clearing, still wrapped up in my problem. Bedwyr tugged my arm urgently and we were confronted with something that was not a Vision, though I wished profoundly that it was. It was a scene of horror but there was a kind of sense to it. 
 
      
 
    There seemed to be bodies everywhere, filling the clearing from one side to another, but there could be no more than seven, including the children. I looked around for them first and found them. All three were dead, even the baby, from single sword wounds to the back. They wouldn’t have suffered much - beyond the terror of knowing they were going to die of course, which would have been suffering enough for anyone. Their mother was nearby, reaching out for her babes. Her throat had been cut. Her brothers must have put up a fight, as they’d all sustained more than one wound. They had bled from their arms and sides but a massive blow that had opened his head had finished off one. The other’s final wound was not determinable: he had so many. 
 
      
 
    Of the family’s goods there was no sign, which wasn’t surprising, but the Weaver himself was not with the rest and I went looking for him. He wasn’t far and he was still alive, although very badly wounded and not long for the world. He could speak and was able to call me over. He was in a lot of pain and his tunic was soaked with blood. I knelt beside him and took his hand. 
 
      
 
    “What happened? Robbers?” The Weaver nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I think so. They overwhelmed us. A dozen at least. We tried to resist them but there were too many.” He looked around. “They wanted our stock. We tried to resist them.” I nodded. It was unlikely that the family would’ve been spared even if they had given up the stock, but this proud man had not even considered that course. Not even for the sake of his family. Greed and Pride were heavy burdens. “They killed us all. Even the children. There were too many.” He tried to sit up but the pain was too great. “They’ve killed us all.” He grabbed my hand. “Shrieve me, priest. Hear my confession. Give me absolution. Bless me Father, for I have sinned...” He tried to sit up again but I held him back and spoke gently. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sorry, We don’t do that. Forgiveness is in God’s hands alone. You must face him with all your life as an offering: the good he will accept and the bad he will cast aside.” The Merchant’s face contorted with pain and anger. 
 
      
 
    “You can shrieve me. You must. You must. Whatever you bind on Earth shall be bound in Heaven. Whatever you loose on Earth shall be loosed in Heaven. You must shrieve me. I have sinned. You must free me from my sins before I go to meet my Maker. You must. The Bible says you can.” I told him again that I could not. 
 
      
 
    “Then what use are you to anyone? You can’t do anything, you can’t help a man in his extremity. You’re useless as a priest and no man either. You are not a man of God, you’re the devil’s creature in disguise. Come to fool the simple and gullible. You’re worse than the pagans and I curse you for it. If you let me go to Hell unshriven, then I will see you there too.” With that, his face twisted again and he died. 
 
      
 
    I prised the dead man’s fingers from my own and stood up. He had gripped as tight as death itself in his final agony. I sighed and asked God to have mercy on his soul. At his end he was genuinely sorry for his sins, and frightened of what may lie in store for him. 
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    The Warrior’s Question 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now I had work to do. It wasn’t much past midday and there were seven bodies to deal with. I dragged the Merchant across to his family and brought all of them together. Bedwyr went in search of suitable wood: we were in a forest, of course, but much of the material lying around was damp. We both had to search a long time and made many trips into the wood and back to the clearing again before there was sufficient for the task. It took more than two hours before the pile was big enough, and long before we had enough I knew we were being watched. I didn’t allow it to distract me from my task, nor did I demand help. If the watcher (I felt it was only one) was going to help, he would show himself. Otherwise I just had to get on with the job myself. I didn’t fear for my own safety. I had nothing of value to steal and if anyone was going to kill me for killing’s sake there was probably little I could do about it. I’d walked through dangerous places before and had, up till now, come out unscathed. My monk’s habit gave me better protection than the strongest armour so I went on with my duty to the dead. 
 
      
 
    At last there was enough wood for a pyre big enough for seven. I laid a thick layer of brushwood, then a rough platform on top about three feet above the ground, which I tied together with bracken. It didn’t have to last long, so the highest quality workmanship wasn’t necessary. Onto the platform I piled a layer of branches, then I had the task of dragging the bodies over and heaving them onto the top of the heap, starting with the adults. 
 
      
 
    Dead bodies are heavy. They’re floppy and uncooperative. I was tired before I even started to load them onto the pyre. I managed to heave the parents and their brothers on top and arranged them neatly with a great deal of effort. I was tempted to call the watcher out to give some help but resisted it and went on with the job myself. 
 
      
 
    The children were young and thin - not malnourished, just slim - and they were easier to carry. Bedwyr managed to bring the toddler over on his own and he passed the little one on to me. She was as easy to carry as a cloud, she was barely as heavy as a bag of flowers. I placed her on her mother’s breast and folded her arms around her. The oldest, a boy, I put in his father’s arms. Finally I put the little girl between her parents and jumped down. The heavy work was over, and now the fire had to be lit. 
 
      
 
    I gathered some dry grass and managed to find two dry but substantial sticks. At my request Bedwyr gathered some bracken for a torch. I found a flat stone and fashioned a bow from a green, flexible branch, tied with my girdle. I twisted the crude bowstring round the thinner of the two sticks and braced it against its partner with the stone. Then I set to working the bow back and fore, back and fore, making the thinner stick spin and spin against the thicker. The whole lot fell apart more than once, but after a few minutes a wisp of smoke issued from the hole that was appearing in the larger piece of wood. In a moment or two there was the hint of a spark. I paused briefly to put some dry pine needles into and around the small hole and continued spinning. A couple of minutes later there were more definite signs of sparks. I dropped the bow and cupped my hands around the tiny fire, blowing gently and feeding more dry grass and pine needles into the feeble little flames, helping them to grow stronger. When they were big enough I added bracken and brushwood until there was a strong little blaze. I got more brushwood and twisted it into the bracken torch, which I lit from the little fire and thrust into the pyre when it was well alight. The brushwood caught immediately and within moments the heat was intense. 
 
      
 
    I stepped back and started a short funeral oration. I didn’t know all the family’s names and substituted ‘your children’ where appropriate. 
 
      
 
    The part I disliked most was when the bodies themselves caught and burned. The smell of burning human flesh always reminded me of overdone pork. I stepped further back, the service over, and watched to make sure the cremation was complete. The flames roared and crackled and the smell became even more intense. 
 
      
 
    “That’s a bonny fire you have there, Magister,” a voice said in Gaelic. “Do you mind if I warm myself at it? There’s still a nip in the air.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t feel it,” I replied, “but then I’ve been working hard, not sitting on damp rocks all afternoon.” A tall, dark haired man came up to stand alongside me. He was wearing simple but not rough clothing. His sleeveless dark leather jacket indicated that he was a warrior. On his back he carried a huge sword, a claymore almost as tall as himself, and a shield of leather studded with iron. Bedwyr, who had been standing calmly beside me throughout the short service, stepped back to hide behind my monk’s robe. 
 
      
 
    “And a very good job you made of it, I must say. I’d almost think you’d done this before. You were doing so well I knew I would just get in the way.” He smiled and he looked quite pleasant, but there was a selfish gleam in the eye. “Friends of yours?” 
 
      
 
    “We met on the way. Were you acquainted with them?” 
 
      
 
    “Me? No, your saintliness. I arrived while you were talking to that last one. I think I passed the folk who did this a few miles back, they certainly seemed to be excited about a load of cloth they had. From their garb I would say they weren’t either weavers or honest merchants, so I have to assume that they came by their goods dishonestly. Your dead companion exaggerated, although fear makes fools of us all, I think. There were only six of them.” 
 
      
 
    “Enough to commit some nasty murders. You saw there were children, young children at that, among the family?” 
 
      
 
    “I saw you with them, aye. Perhaps it was better they were killed as well. After all, who but their parents would want to look after children in these hard times? Folk have too many mouths to feed these days and some of them do hard things to keep the numbers down as it is. No Magister,” he continued with a wry smile, “they are in a better place, out of this vale of tears, held tight to Jesus’ bosom.” He tenderly crossed his arms over his chest in a mockery of a gentle hug, and his face turned angelic and concerned for a moment before breaking again into a sardonic smile. I didn’t like him. I didn’t expect that I would have liked him even if we met in happier circumstances. My distaste must have shown, for the fellow wiped the smile off his face. “I’m sorry your sainthood, I shouldn’t be so disrespectful, but come on now,” he reached as if to put his arm around my shoulders, but I stepped away. “Ah. Do you not like my company?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ve enjoyed better. I’d sooner not mix with unrepentant brigands, as I believe you are.” 
 
      
 
    “Indeed I am, driven to it by poverty. I make my living in the gaps the armies leave, until something better turns up. Are you not afraid of me? Aren’t you frightened that I will send you on your way to your God as well as your companions? And who would pray over your pyre, eh?” I didn’t answer and he continued. “Fear not, Father, I see no point in robbing you. And if there’s no point in robbing you, then there’s no point in killing you either. I have enough sins to carry without adding the murder of a poor Irish cleric, for so I see you are. A plump Roman priest now,” he winked a leering grin at me, “that’s a different matter. They have coin jingling in their purse and fine silks and cloth-of-gold on their backs. They’ve barrels of food in their train and they often carry some very nice pieces of gold and silver. They’re worth a risk now, though they go around so well guarded these days. They have so much to protect, you see? Not like you poor monks who wander around with nothing but a few herbs.” 
 
      
 
    “The Romans collect alms for the poor from their rich patrons, I believe.” I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Aye, they’re always on the lookout for deserving cases. They don’t seem to find many that are deserving enough though, it seems. So they keep their wealth for the most deserving they come across - themselves. And so they get fatter and even more ripe for the plucking. They have difficulty finding deserving poor. I have none. I can find them very easily.” 
 
      
 
    “Starting with yourself, I suppose.” I said, and he smiled. 
 
      
 
    “Charity begins at home, Magister. But don’t think for a moment that I think only bad of the Romans. They commune with God every day I understand, and I think they realise it’s important to look their best. Otherwise why the silks and fine linen? But then, God created us naked, did he not, and maybe our finest raiment is our birthday suit. I hope so,” he laughed, “because that’s how I leave them, more often than not. I’m a sinner, I know it.” He fell to his knees and spread out his arms. “Bless me Father, for I have sinned.” 
 
      
 
    I cut him short. 
 
      
 
    “Get up. You blaspheme against God, and I know you have no earnest of reform.” He rose to his feet again. 
 
      
 
    “Alas, no. Would it were otherwise. Not that you could shrieve me, anyway. You could do nothing for yon smoking fellow, whose repentance was in no doubt as he went on his way to his Maker. You must feel a fool, Magister. You, a man of God, unable to satisfy his need in the extreme of his agony?” I was silent, but the bandit was irritating me. “What use are you then, to man or beast? All the man wanted was absolution, and even the Romans give that - and look what they get. Converts falling out of the trees. And you’re real holy men, or so you say. Just think, you could have made a deathbed convert with a few comforting words - just some words, Magister - but you wouldn’t. And you call yourself a man of God. Where’s your famous Christian charity, that you wouldn’t help a suffering fellow. Where was it?”
  
 
    I was pricked to reply, at last. 
 
      
 
    “Aye, we claim to be holy men - we try to be, at least, in what we do and the example we set. We won’t deceive a poor dying soul who’s just seen his family murdered. He’ll be standing before the throne of God and protesting his faith for himself and know that he’d no need of my forgiveness. I’ll pray for him, and his family, that God forgives him his sins. But,” I went on, forestalling the bandit’s attempt to interrupt, “he had it in his own power to live a worthy life. And so do you. You are responsible for everything you do, and will have to answer for it before the Throne of God. Be sure you have some good arguments, or good deeds. The latter would be preferable, I think.” 
 
      
 
    “You think so?” he looked at me with interest. 
 
      
 
    “I do. Change your ways now.” But the interest was nothing more than mockery. 
 
      
 
    “Ah, but I’ve been listening too long to the Romans. They tell me that the Elect have been recorded in the Book of Life since before time began. My destiny is in your God’s hands alone, and nothing I can do will make any difference. If he wishes me to be good, he will make me so and if I’m in, I’m in - and if not, then nothing I do will make any difference at all. I could be blessed by the Pope himself and it would mean nothing, or so they say, so I’ll just go about my business and leave the rest to your God.” 
 
      
 
    “You can make a difference, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “Och, I’ve had enough of philosophy for today,” He hitched up his weapons and picked up his bag, “so I’ll bid you good day - oh,” he had made to walk away but now he turned again to face me, still with his sardonic smile, “and a safe journey to you. A word to the wise: travel alone. You bring bad luck to your companions. Either stick with them - if you wish to share their fate like a good Christian - or let them be.” He headed off once more but couldn’t resist a last word. What now? I thought. “You were in Strathclyde, yes? At Dumbarton?” I nodded. “Baptise many, did you?” And with that, he left for good, walking off up the path back towards the Clyde. I started to go after him and ask what he meant but I realised it would be pointless. The bandit wouldn’t tell me even if he actually knew anything. I was more likely to get another jibe than any real information. 
 
      
 
    It was his parting shot. I hadn’t been asked while at Dumbarton, and of course I hadn’t seen many children while I was there - other than the sick child Ieuan had healed, and the bandit’s last dart had awakened again the puzzlement I’d felt on that last morning. It was growing beyond puzzlement now, it was assuming the character of a dark and shapeless mass in my mind, like a thundercloud building up on the horizon. It was a troubling image and one that resonated in a tentative harmony with the fear behind the locked door in my mind. But he was probably just jibing at Strathclyde’s paganism and our apparent powerlessness against it. 
 
      
 
    I was torn for a moment between going back to Dumbarton and getting to the bottom of the mystery, and pushing on to Lindisfarne and Whitby. I wanted to do both, but that wasn’t possible: I couldn’t be in two places at once. My orders and my mission were ahead but the dark puzzle was behind, back the way I’d come. I couldn’t decide which was the more important. I looked at the sky and the horizon in both directions: to the East, the land sloped downwards towards Melrose and the coast beyond; to the West the hills rose up and up to the pass back to the Clyde valley.  
 
      
 
    I was in a dilemma and sat down to contemplate and think, and to ask God for guidance. No direct answer came but the feeling that I should continue to Lindisfarne grew. Whatever may be going on - or not - in Dumbarton was a vague feeling, whereas the Synod at Whitby was of real and immediate importance. I knew that I ignored my Feelings at my peril but I also believed that all would be revealed at the right time. For now, Lindisfarne, and then Whitby. After the Synod I would go back through Dumbarton and stay there until I was able to solve the problem. 
 
      
 
    “Are we going? I don’t like this place.” I’d forgotten all about Bedwyr. His voice brought me back and I wasted no more time. I picked up my bags - still bulging with the herbs gathered on the hill above Owain’s castle - and set off at a brisk pace, following the Eastward course of the Tweed. “Why didn’t that man say anything to me? He was an outlaw, wasn’t he? Is he a really bad man? Has he killed many people” 
 
      
 
    “Enough!” I laughed. “One question at a time, boy. And wait for the answer before you ask the next. Listen a little more and you may learn much. But why didn’t he say anything to you? Or about you?” I stopped and looked down at the boy. “I think you’re very lucky, Bedwyr, and you’ve been selected for something very special. The bandit didn’t notice you, I think, because God must have clouded his eyes. I think he may be a very bad man indeed.” With that I swung the boy up onto my shoulders and was able to make faster progress over the next few miles. 
 
      
 
    We reached Melrose on the evening of the following day, and were made welcome by the monks at the Abbey. Their buildings weren’t grand but simple pebble-and-mortar-filled timber frames thatched over in the local style. Outside the monastery proper there were two distinct settlements: a small town, which pre-dated the religious community, with a thriving market and regular fairs, and a smaller group of houses belonging to lay Christians. This latter settlement was made up of people who were attracted to the religious life but were not, at this stage, prepared to commit themselves totally. They continued as farmers, weavers, herdsmen or whatever, and they supplied work to the monastery in exchange for a share in the land’s produce. They attracted hangers-on, of course, people who heard the word ‘charity’ and thought they were in for a good time freeloading on the labours of others. They soon learned that they were expected to work for their bread and most moved on. A number, people who had fallen on hard times, were happy to stay and contribute. Some joined the monastery full time, others swelled the religious group as they established and raised families. The religious houses of Melrose now made up a substantial part of the town. 
 
      
 
    The monastery knew of the summons to Whitby and they had supplied a couple of clerks for the weeks of preparations. They happily gave me, their brother monk, shelter for the night and they replenished my store of food before sending me on my way with their blessing and good wishes. Before I left I had a meeting with Eata the Prior and formally handed Bedwyr over to his care. I told him where he’d come from and we agreed that the boy would receive instruction in reading and writing, as well as the Scriptures. He was led away and I realised that he’d been unusually quiet for some time. I was reminded of it as I heard a series of questions being fired at the monk who had been appointed his guardian. We smiled with a little apprehension at the future demands he would place. Eata put my mind at rest. 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure he’ll do well. We need inquisitive minds in the monastery and if he gets too much for us we’ll send him over to Cuthbert at Lindisfarne. He might keep our holy friend’s mind off those matters that bear him down and remind him of Christ’s love of children.” I raised the issue of the seed corn I had promised for the boy’s family and the Prior agreed to send a bushel with the next person travelling that way. I also mentioned that the village was without its hermit and again was assured it would be dealt with. 
 
      
 
    I discussed my feelings about Strathclyde, as much as I could. I was eager for whatever counsel there may be. Eata was about the same age as I and his position indicated the respect in which he was held. 
 
      
 
    Eata was aware that Strathclyde still clung to Druidism. He knew something of the mysterious power of the Druids and respected them as learned men but feared where their studies and interests could take them. There was still the suspicion that its barbarous past could arise again, especially in a world where the Devil seemed to have no shortage of either disciples or influence. I stressed that I had no proof of anything evil, just the formless fear and a couple of strange visions. I also mentioned the lack of young ones. Eata paused as we walked up the slope outside the monastery. 
 
      
 
    “It’s no proof, as you say, but it is strange that there are so few. Soldiers are a lusty lot and any army on the move is always followed by a rag-taggle train, mostly made up of their doxies and their by-blows.” We walked on again. “There never seems to be any shortage of them, usually causing more trouble to ordinary folk than the soldiers ever do, it has to be said. Were it not for your Visions I’d say it was just coincidence or a temporary situation - Owain has been busy with his men for quite a few years. And were it not for your temptations I would put my faith in your Sight completely.” He stopped at the top of a hill above the Abbey and looked down on its neatly farmed fields and well-tended livestock before continuing. “But it is the Devil’s way to sow confusion among his enemies. You believe Owain to be fundamentally good?” 
 
      
 
    “If ambitious.” 
 
      
 
    “Not a handicap for a king these days. And his brother?” 
 
      
 
    “He carries a burden, but it has no bearing. He is not my friend but only because I upset Ieuan, I believe. They’re very close.” 
 
      
 
    “The Druid, yes. A bitter and frustrated man, I think. What do you think of him?” 
 
      
 
    “He has been a good friend. He saved my life more than once, at great personal risk, and rescued me from beatings and unwanted attention many times when we were boys at Innisgarbh. I can’t believe he would have anything to do with anything truly evil, although he’s changed greatly in appearance and his path has been a lonely one. He’s much aged since I saw him last. And there’s this.” I took the small statue out of my pocket and showed it to Eata, who quickly made the Sign of the Cross. I described where I’d found it and told him where I’d last seen one, in Lucius’ company. “Lucius was hurtling down that road and he took many with him. It took a lot to defeat him in the end, at the Ballaogh. He was a wicked and dangerous man. But he’s been dead these twenty years. His coven is either sharing the fires of Hell with him or locked in madness.” 
 
      
 
    “Did Ieuan know him?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course, but they were enemies. He saved me from Lucius as well. He wasn’t frightened of confronting him. He would no more have sided with him than with the English invaders.” 
 
      
 
    “Your friendship may blind you to fundamental changes in him.” 
 
      
 
    I nodded slowly. “Perhaps, but I felt no evil in him.” 
 
      
 
    “But you weren’t looking for any.” 
 
      
 
    “I never do. I find it without having to look for it.” Eata nodded in his turn.  
 
      
 
    “Don’t we all. This peaceful scene conceals much enmity and even wickedness, at times” he indicated the Abbey farms and the small settlement. “But on the surface all is calm and most will greet you pleasantly. The Druid is a friend, he remembers you fondly. I wonder why he sticks with the old ways, when so many of his companions have turned to the true path. But you may well be right,” he said, turning to walk back down the hill again, “he may have no malice in him. As I said, the Devil loves to sow confusion among his enemies. It wouldn’t be any surprise if he tried to drive a wedge between you and your friends: he would love to see it. 
 
      
 
    “You have a difficult road to follow, Anselm. Be careful and hold fast to the Faith. Pray to St Michael, that he may spare you just a thousandth part of his courage and strength. I will pray for you too.” 
 
      
 
    “And let me know if you hear anything that may help throw light on the mystery,” I replied. “Ask your brothers to look out for any signs. Ask after any new druids, maybe in the woods or in hermitage.” Eata agreed, then he turned to other topics. 
 
      
 
    “And now, tell me about Nectan’s daughter,” he was referring to Gruach. “Is she well? Has she settled?” 
 
      
 
    “I didn’t know you knew her.” 
 
      
 
    “Not personally, but I know of her and these alliances between kings are always of interest. We’re not so very far away from two borders that have been the subject of...er...heated debate. We’re now ruled from Bamburgh, but only a few months ago these lands were part of Lothian - and may well be again one day.” 
 
      
 
    We passed the time back to the Abbey in conversation about the pretty young Queen and her unusual spirit. I recounted her scolding of Owain, without detailing the reason, and Eata laughed at her audacity. 
 
      
 
    “You seem quite taken with the lass,” he said lightly. 
 
      
 
    “Indeed I am. She’s a breath of fresh air and good for Owain, I’m sure. I’m not so taken as to wander off my path in search of one like her, but it’s good to know that she’s in the World. It makes it a brighter place.” 
 
      
 
    “Your honesty does you credit, brother. Had you tried to conceal your feelings I would have been concerned for you and maybe recommended a long pilgrimage to a remote and rocky place once your duties at Whitby have been discharged, but you’ve been open. The pilgrimage is not a bad idea anyway, of course, but in this instance to strengthen your Faith rather than to subdue inappropriate emotions,” and he smiled. “Maybe I should take the White Martyrdom myself, and if my route happens to take me to Dumbarton I’ll be able to judge for myself whether your Gift of divination is accurate. You’re not the only one with a touch of the Sight.” 
 
      
 
    I snorted briefly. Once Eata had confessed to his Gift it was obvious that he had it, although less strong than my own. 
 
      
 
    We’d reached the grounds of the Abbey and, across the yard, Bedwyr was being led towards the infirmary. He was still wearing his threadbare clothes but he was carrying a bundle that looked - even from a distance - much cleaner. The boy would be bathed and dressed in a simple habit and his old clothes would be given to a family even poorer than his own: there was no shortage of them.  
 
      
 
    “He’s very small and young. You were right to bring him here, nonetheless, and I thank you. I will pray that he will be strong enough to resist the Evil One when he is assailed.” 
 
      
 
    “Given half a chance, he’d talk him to death.” I grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Ah yes. He must learn some self-control, I think.” 
 
      
 
    “Not so much that the spark is snuffed out, I hope.” Eata paused for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right. We must not drown his great Gift in a sea of discipline, or we may be held to account for it. I’ll make sure it’s not laid on too thick and his Gift is encouraged to grow. I think that lad may have a bright future in the Church, if he chooses to stay.” 
 
      
 
    “I pray he will. He may turn out to be very helpful to us and those who follow.” 
 
      
 
    Eata nodded agreement and then we took our leave of each other. I thanked him for his time and, through him, for the Community’s hospitality. I was encouraged to return soon, and safely, and then set off along the river valley towards the coast. 
 
      
 
    The following night I gained shelter with a smallholder and his family and, in payment, had to satisfy their entreaties for baptism for their youngest child, born during the winter, and for a small family service.  
 
      
 
    My hosts informed me that there were Roman missionaries wandering the countryside, proselytising and seeking converts but with little success so far. Some conversions had been made but equally some priests had disappeared. This was a dangerous area and one who is expected to carry a full purse - whether or not they did - was a likely target for brigands, deserters and even (it must be confessed) starving farm families. The main reason for the lack of success, however, was the usual: submission to their hierarchies and discipline. For people brought up by the monks of Lindisfarne and Iona to have a direct relationship with God the very idea of an intermediary was distasteful, especially if – like the Pope – he was a foreigner none had seen. 
 
      
 
    I rose early and left quickly. I made good time but when nightfall came I had to camp in the open almost within sight of the Holy Island. It was frustrating to have to stop, so close, but it had to be borne. I’d done well so far - greatly aided by Owain’s ferry service - and I would probably arrive before I was looked for in any case. A night to cool my heels would help strengthen my patience. 
 
      
 
    After my morning offices and breakfast of bread, spring water and goat’s cheese I set off with a light heart. Although the expedition to Whitby was yet to come I felt that Lindisfarne, the Holy Island, was the end of my journey for now. I was looking forward to seeing the community here: the cheerful, simple and faithful Colman; Cuthbert the ascetic whose great intellect created greater torments to test and stretch his soul; Cedd, whose bright conversation and wide knowledge was as enjoyable as it was enlightening, and there would be others of course. New novices, visiting monks from Erin and the British kingdoms to the south and west, and others who I didn’t know. There was much to look forward to and I quickened my step again. Above all there was the Shrine of Aidan, founder of the Community, who I’d met only once and that a long time ago. It was Iona’s child but one that was set to overtake its parent in importance as it enjoyed the patronage of the most powerful of the English kings. 
 
      
 
    When I reached the strand the sand was damp. I didn’t know whether the tide was coming in or going out and there was no-one around to ask. I looked across to Lindisfarne, sometimes island and sometimes mainland, rising a couple of miles ahead, grey-green from the yellow-white of the temporary connection. I wondered if it would be better to wait until I was sure which way the tide was flowing but when I looked around again I saw storm clouds massing to the west. I could stay and be soaked or hurry and maybe get my feet wet. I looked to the Island again, shimmering invitingly in the sunshine that still bathed it ahead of the storm to come, and decided to make for it as quickly as I could. The way was clearly marked by tall poles reaching from the sand, so I was in no danger from quicksands and without further hesitation I set off. It would take me less than half an hour to reach the island if I hurried. 
 
      
 
    I was more than half a mile from the shore when it became obvious that the tide was coming in. The pools were getting larger and deeper and it was impossible to avoid them without following a tortuous and twisting course that would take far longer than a straight dash. I hadn’t expected to arrive dryshod anyway. 
 
      
 
    After a short while longer I knew I’d made a serious mistake: I was nearly a mile from the mainland and about the same distance from the island. The water was coming in rapidly and now reached well above my ankles. The speed of the incoming flow surprised me. I turned to go back, looked at the distance I’d come and turned again to judge how far it was to Lindisfarne: I was almost exactly half way. To go forward or back would take the same time. I stood in the middle of the deepening strand and looked first one way then the other, unable to make up my mind. From a distance I must have looked a forlorn figure, turning one way then the other, unable to decide which way to go as the water rose rapidly around my indecision. 
 
      
 
    I decided to go on. I must move from this place or I was lost. If I was half across it was the worst place to be and the way would get better from now on. 
 
      
 
    The water was rising rapidly. The depth of it and the strength of the current impeded my every step, slowing me to the speed of a slug. As I waved my arms in the air for balance, the sea and sand hissed and sucked greedily at me like a leech. I could hardly move at all. My robe was heavy and soaked with the brine and the water was up to my stomach. Lindisfarne and safety seemed no nearer but the mainland was further away. I must be making headway. I would press on and find the going easier soon, I was sure. 
 
      
 
    Within a few minutes the water had reached my chest and I was too far away from land. The sea was rising faster than I could make way and I realised, with a dreadful, dreadful spasm in my stomach, that I wouldn’t see Aidan’s Shrine, or Colman whose cheerful face appeared in mymemory now, or torn, tormented Cuthbert, or meet any of the people who were gathering from all over the world to be at Whitby. I wouldn’t be able to deliver Owain’s message to Oswy and the two countries may go to war against each other rather than resist Rome. I would never see young Bedwyr again but at least I’d delivered him safely to Eata at Melrose and he would make a good monk, a great one. I could see him now, bent over a high desk and writing, writing, writing away. He was still the cheerful, inquisitive boy I’d known, I was glad to see. “Why are you wet? Why are you waving? Why are you walking out there? Can you swim?” he asked and I smiled. So many questions! 
 
      
 
    I was suddenly conscious of the little talisman of Cromm as a heavy weight in my pocket. I couldn’t believe the inert stone would have had any influence on my fate at all. My last regret as my saturated robe dragged me down and the water closed over my head was for my herbs: the sea would ruin them and the brothers in Lindisfarne were always short of good medicines. It was a shame. I raised my arms for one last prayer to God and sank beneath the triumphant waves. I felt the hand of God reach down for me and pull me out of this shabby, illusory life and take me to my reward at last. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t think we’ll let the fishes have you yet, Magister, even though we could do with some fat ones for our nets.” I dimly heard someone speak and then there was a dragging pain across my chest and stomach and then I vomited seawater and then I coughed and retched and then there was no more. 
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    A Dream of Oil and Glass 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I was floating on a sea of glass and oil and had been for Eternity. The water caressed me, nurturing me as a mother feeds a child. I drifted forever and came close to the shoreline and could smell apples. Not yet. Not yet. 
 
      
 
    The sea firmed and hardened. Alarmed, I jumped but I leaped further than I had intended and could see everything laid out before me. I saw my birth and I saw my Mother. 
 
      
 
    Mother! Where are you now? Why have you left me alone and aimless when you should be caring for me? 
 
      
 
    I was the child taken from the hearth, away from my Mother’s breast, away from her warmth and love and taken to my brother of the breast, my Dark Twin. We played together and fought together and cried together and comforted each other when we were beaten. And we were beaten often, until we were word-perfect in the Law and then we were beaten again because our swordsmanship was not good enough and it could not be good enough because we hadn’t practised enough because we were learning the Law and 
 
      
 
    I felt Love, and kindness and I knew where it came from. I knew, I KNEW, that people loved me and would do what I asked them to. I was their Priest, their guide, their judge, their leader. They would follow me anywhere and do my bidding, because they loved me. And I loved them all - all of them, I loved their beauty and their ugliness, their splendour and their misery, their health and their illness, their strength and their weakness, I loved them all and everything about them and they loved me and would do my bidding. 
 
      
 
    I was lost in a forest and there were wolves all around me. They were looking for me and they loved me and they wanted to devour me and then they would do my bidding because they loved me and they would rip out my entrails and they loved me and they would do my bidding 
 
      
 
    I saw a poor and hungry family and the mother was starving and the father was starving and the children were starving and even their slave was starving and they saw me and they turned to me and smiled and they loved me and they would do my bidding and I loved them in their poverty and their ugliness and their dirt and I reached out to save them but something got in the way 
 
      
 
    I saw debauchery in the place where none should be. Wine was flowing like saliva down an old man’s chin and they were fat and the girls were young and beautiful. I spoke a single word which I could not form and they turned to me and fell on their knees and begged forgiveness because they loved me and I loved them in their decadence and debauchery and I would forgive them and they would love me and do my bidding and they would do whatever I wanted if I would forgive them especially the little redhead  
 
      
 
    There had been a summer of honeysuckle and golden corn and soft hills that stretched out to the sea and beyond. She had been willing and she had wanted me to share her soft, smooth flesh that curved so prettily and her hair had been red and she had wanted me and I had wanted her. I remembered the electric stirring and I had run my hands through her hair and down her honeysuckle neck to her soft white shoulders - such shoulders! I had not known that shoulders could be so wonderful! - and beyond to her soft curving breasts and her hips where they flared to become her legs and she had opened her legs and invited me in, I could see it, I could remember  
 
      
 
    She had cried and run away and my heart had almost burst because she had wanted me to and I had wanted her too and she thought I didn’t love her and had run away rejected and hurt 
 
      
 
    I saw her now she was older but she was still the beautiful honeysuckle girl I had known but even more so and her shoulders - such shoulders! I had not known that shoulders could be so wonderful! - and she smiled and her smile said she loved me and she would do my bidding and I knew that this time I would be able to if only I had the power - 
 
      
 
    Oh yes, the power: where had I put it? I had mislaid it somewhere and I couldn’t remember where which was very strange because it was here just a moment ago, I would find it if she just gave me a moment and I felt the electric surge and I must find the power, I had had it here, and where was it and I MUST find it, I wanted the Power so I could please the beautiful honeysuckle girl with the red hair and the shoulders - such shoulders! I had not known that shoulders could be so wonderful! - and be kind to her as she deserved, they all deserved kindness and I could give it to all of them but especially this lovely girl if I could only remember where I’d left the Power! She was getting upset and beginning to cry and arranging her clothes again and covering her shoulders no! don’t! cover your shoulders! please they are so wonderful and I was sure it was around here somewhere and I began to cry because I’d lost my Power and I was a small boy playing and crying because I had lost my Power 
 
      
 
    A beautiful youth came towards me from the forest where I had been lost, I thought, not very long ago but this youth with the golden hair and white tunic he knew his way around. He was leading the honeysuckle girl by the hand and she was smiling, shyly and tearfully because I’d upset her and that wasn’t very nice she loved me and would do my bidding and how could I be so cruel? but I hadn’t meant to be so heartless I was very upset but I’d lost my Power and I thought that was the problem I could be kind and loving and gentle and pleasing and generous when I had my Power but I didn’t know where it was and I was crying myself now 
 
      
 
    The youth smiled and said he could help but would I mind just being looked after for a moment because I was so tired and I couldn’t do everything not by myself let us help you and the girl picked me up in her arms for I was just a baby and she bared her magnificent breast so full of milk so I could drink and I drank and was filled with the most wonderful sweetness such sweetness as there had never been it was full and sweet and satisfying and soft and I felt the electric surge as I stroked the satisfying breast so full of sweet milk and she was sharing it with me letting me and all the hunger which I’d never noticed I’d had before but I had and this was the only food that would satisfy the hunger and then I stood and said to the youth what was it you wanted? 
 
      
 
    And the youth said would you mind passing me that apple from that tree there but I knew I wasn’t tall enough but the youth said never mind I’ll lend you some of my Power so you are tall enough and you can get it for me 
 
      
 
    But I felt hungry again, so soon after I’d taken my fill. My hand paused in midair as I reached for the apple. I turned and saw that the youth and the girl were laughing quietly, not looking at me. I let my hand drop to my side. They stopped their quiet chatter and looked at me. The youth smiled but he was hungry. The girl looked hungry.  
 
      
 
    Where is my apple? the youth asked. You said you would get it for me. It’s not kind to deny me such a simple thing. I would do your bidding because I love you [and I could see he loved me] and I ask such a little thing. Please fetch me my apple. 
 
      
 
    [Lord Jesus, strengthen him in his weakness] 
 
      
 
    I looked at the two of them and saw that they were very hungry, they were ravenous but their hunger was for me. They were wolves and they were ready to rip out my entrails 
 
      
 
    I was floating on a sea of oil and glass and I yearned for the shore, I yearned for the apples I could smell there 
 
      
 
    “Not yet. The time is not yet.”  
 
      
 
    I drifted off across to the far side of the ocean and it took eternity but I had Time 
 
      
 
    The topsoil blew off as dust from a shelf in the dry wind that blew like flame across the barren landscape. I saw my mother (Mother!) and she was thin and her skin was covered in boils that were weeping and eating her from the outside in and I loved her and would dive in and swim in her huge boils and she asked me to help her and I loved her and she loved me and she would do my bidding and I would tear my own arm off and feed her and she handed me a knife and said there is only one way to heal the Land and only you can do it and I looked at her and felt an electric surge for she had red hair which fell down to her wonderful shoulders - such shoulders! I had not known that shoulders could be so wonderful! - and she loosened her shift and I saw her breasts so full of sweet milk and I was hungry I raged with hunger and it was eating me and I knew she had the only thing that would satisfy my raging hunger and she pointed to the dusty field and her shrunken skin and begged me to help her for she loved me and would do my bidding and I was raving with hunger and her breasts were full of milk for me as soon as I brought life back to the Land and I held the knife and put it to my throat to spill the blood my blood his blood the only blood that would bring life to the Land and I saw  
 
      
 
    [Lord, in your death you brought Life to the World] 
 
      
 
    I looked at the land and saw that what I had thought was dry dust was millions of mouths of the one beast which hungered for my blood. I shuddered and dropped the knife. I shook with hunger and knew there was only one thing that could satisfy me. I turned to my mother - who was not my Mother - and she was weeping and pulling up her shift and denying me as I had denied her. My hunger burned me as I turned and walked away to the forest. 
 
      
 
    I was floating on a sea of glass and oil which was grass which stroked and soothed me. I stood and looked around and saw, coming from the east, hordes and hordes sailing across the sea in boats and ships. So many, I could have walked from land to land across them. They landed on the shore of the island - my island! - and their swords rose and fell and drove the people - my people! - off their farms and burned their villages and their swords rose and fell as they drove them into the mountains, into the sea, into the ground as their swords rose and fell and rose and fell and rose and fell and blood, blood, blood flowed everywhere it soaked into the earth which grew and writhed and strengthened and it flowed into the rivers and the rivers turned red from it and they flowed into the sea and the sea turned red and I was angry at the invaders 
 
      
 
    I was in a clearing, it was a Glade and a child stood before me and I was standing at an altar and the child had within him the Power that I could use I could see it glowing and pulsing in his chest and I knew what I had to do and I reached for the child with hunger for the thing that would end my hunger and the child looked at me and waves of pity welled up inside me and tears burst from my eyes and I looked at the child with ravenous hunger for the Power within and I reached for him and pulled back 
 
      
 
    I WILL NOT DO IT 
 
      
 
    and I was filled with black black, black, black, black, black, black despair for my people would all be cut down and my hunger would never be satisfied and all my people would die and it was my fault for they loved me and would do my bidding they would do anything for me 
 
      
 
    I will ask nothing of them. 
 
      
 
    I was in blackness. I was in the middle of the universe before the evening of the first day when darkness was upon the void and I was calm and at peace again. 
 
      
 
    I looked around and I remembered the room. 
 
      
 
    My brother. 
 
      
 
    My Brother wanted to kill me. He licked his lips as he played with me. 
 
      
 
    Then he drew blood. This was not a boyish game, he really wanted to kill me.  
 
      
 
    He swung at me, wildly, trying to take my head off. I leaned back and let his sword cut the air. A thrust, into the unprotected side, angled upwards towards the heart. I knew I had him. 
 
      
 
    Blood flowed in a river from his side and spread out over the boards and soaked into the carpet. I watched him die, my Brother. 
 
      
 
    My Brother. 
 
      
 
    A job well done. My training had not been for nothing 
 
      
 
    Murder! she screamed. Help me, murder! He has murdered the Prince! Oh help me! 
 
      
 
    I dropped my sword into the puddle of gore. Murdered the Prince? But I was Prince. How could I murder myself? 
 
      
 
    Murderer! they accused me. Kin-slayer! Outcast! You shall be hunted down to death! We fled into the darkness of the cloudy night, we turned towards the marshes, through the route that none would follow before daylight. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The sea was a serpent and it slithered its coils around and around me. I fought back and gripped its throat and wrestled and writhed to subdue it but it would not let me go. It sang to me, a deep, seductive song, a song of grass and green fields and a power beneath the earth, a power that could not be resisted. It kissed and caressed me and spoke softly to my heart of how it wanted to possess me, to have me all for myself, and it would show me and give me such pleasure as I had never known. I would be a king and fulfil my destiny and all the peoples of Britain would fall at my feet: I would bring peace to the Land and all this would be mine when I yielded to my lover, to the unspeakable pleasure that would be ours. 
 
      
 
    It was beautiful, the most beautiful thing I had ever held in my arms and maybe I could at last reach fulfilment in its embrace. Why should I resist? Resistance was useless. Why resist such beauty, such pleasure, such fulfilment, such Power! 
 
      
 
    I heard them singing from far away and they were calling to me, one of them was calling to me while the others sang. I would repay, I would make them pay! I, Prince Ciaran, I would repay them for what they had done! And then all the world would fall at my feet and I would banish the wicked and execute the murderers, with my own bare hands I would squeeze the life out of them. How they would pay for what they had done! 
 
      
 
    And they were singing still and calling my name and I looked again at the bolted door and saw again the bloody child at the lakeside, in the pool. I would find out who had done this thing and they would pay and pay and the power to hunt them down would be mine if I would leave the door alone and turn away from the child and Britain would be at peace under my leadership, I would repel the English, the Saxons, pirates, renegades, invaders, slavers and all who would follow and I would have all of this if I would leave the door shut and leave well alone and embrace my one true love who would give me all this Power, so much more than any one man had ever had before and just think what I could do with it and how wisely I Prince Ciaran would rule and I heard them singing and  
 
      
 
    No. I had no need of that life. I would not ask it of them. 
 
      
 
    And then I was Ciaran, I was Lockeran and together I was Anselm again. I would reduce, return to the West and remain Anselm. I saw Strathclyde shrink and shrivel as its life blood was drained away and I wanted no more of the serpent. I relaxed as the foul embrace slid away: I was Anselm again. 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes and saw the face of Colman, Abbott of Lindisfarne. He was normally so cheerful but now he looked very troubled. He looked at me with so much concern as he held my hand. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter, Colman?” I asked. “Why do you look so worried? What’s happened?” 
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    Lindisfarne 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Anselm? Anselm! Anselm! You have come back to us! Oh, thank God, praise the name of Jesus, I thought we’d lost you!” He turned to the door of the small, whitewashed room, threw it open and shouted out “God be praised! Anselm has come back to us! He lives and he has spoken to me!” He closed the door again and returned to his chair by the bed. There were tears in his eyes but he was smiling. I was pleased to see him. He fussed about me like a broody hen.  
 
      
 
    “I’m so pleased, God be praised, praise Jesus’ name for he has brought you back to us! We thought you’d died in the Strand and were ready to hold your funeral service but Cuthbert shouted and cursed us all and made us bring you to the infirmary here. He, only he, believed you were still alive. The fishermen are talking now of a miracle, that Cuthbert dragged you back from Death’s grasp but he won’t have any of it, he said you were alive all along, but barely, and we had to bring you round. He and I shared the vigil over you but he would take the greater part. Then he said you were walking in deep temptation and we had to pray for you. We prayed and sang for you, from dawn to dusk and to dawn again and kept on even though Cuthbert said you had won with God’s help and come back to us. Tell me, how are you feeling?” 
 
      
 
    Colman had talked without stopping or even pausing to draw breath and I loved him for it. I smiled and then the smile was shattered by the searing pain of the headache. I gripped my head and curled up as I fell onto my side. 
 
      
 
    “Oh my God he’s going again.” Colman rushed to the door again, threw it open and shouted “Pray harder brothers! Pray and sing the name of the Lord! Anselm is slipping away again!” He threw the door shut, hurled himself back to my bedside, grabbed my hand and started to pray fervently to God for delivery of his brother’s life from the clutches of death and darkness. 
 
      
 
    “Medicine. Headache.” I managed to croak. 
 
      
 
    “What? What did you say?” 
 
      
 
    “Medicine. My headache. Get my medicine. In my bag. Brown bottle.” Colman stopped his prayers and looked around the small room, bewildered. “My bag. Brown bottle. Bring it to me.” Colman was still confused and was not helped by a commotion outside and the door bursting open. A dishevelled and ragged figure exploded into the room, filling it with energy if not his dirty and skinny person. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on? Has he relapsed?” the newcomer demanded. 
 
      
 
    “He keeps asking for his bag and a bottle. I don’t know what he’s talking about.” The ragged head darted first one way, then the other, then dived under the bed and reappeared with my shabby pack. 
 
      
 
    “The Sight?” he demanded. 
 
      
 
    “Yes. Bad. Headache. Medicine. Bag.” I whispered. A dirty hand shot into the bag and was almost followed by a filthy head as he rummaged through it. In a moment the hand emerged clutching the brown bottle that held relief. 
 
      
 
    “This?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” The ragamuffin brought it over and helped me to three drafts. Then he let me gently back onto the bed. “Thank you,” I breathed as the liquid began to work its little miracle. 
 
      
 
    “God be praised! He has come back to us again. I will go and tell the brothers to raise their voices in thanksgiving!” 
 
      
 
    “Colman, you are a holy man and an example to us all. Your spirituality is second to none but sometimes you are an empty-headed buffoon,” the ragamuffin said. “This man asks for medicine and you leave him to suffer while you run around in panic like a boneheaded fishwife. And he is still not recovered so go and tell the brothers to offer thanks indeed, with all their hearts, but tell them to do it quietly!” Colman looked hurt and astonished but went off to do as he was told, promising that he would be back directly. The singing outside rose strongly and then tailed off uncertainly. The message had been delivered. 
 
      
 
    “You’re hard on him, Cuthbert. He’s a good man and an excellent Abbott. You should be more respectful.” Cuthbert, Prior of Lindisfarne, snorted and sat down on the vacated chair, leaning on his bony knees as he bent towards me. His habit was little more than a sack with holes cut in for head and arms and his skinny limbs hung out of it like anaemic straw. He looked like a scarecrow. My nose caught a mixture of body odour, dirt and another, a familiar sweet smell. I saw that Cuthbert was being eaten away from the inside out. “You’ve been fasting again,” I said, “and too soon after the last. And you can’t have bathed in over a week.” 
 
      
 
    “I will be washed clean in the blood of the Lamb,” he responded, “and I’m fasting for you. You were in danger of losing your soul, Anselm.” 
 
      
 
    “I know, I know,” I replied slowly. My head still hurt but it was improving. “I was in the darkest place I have been for a very long time. I was sorely tempted and would’ve failed the test. I know my soul would have been lost without the support of you and the brothers here. Thank you. I’ve not emerged without taint but I’m restored to you now. So you can have a bath and take some food.” Cuthbert looked away. I sat up, intending to take his hand to persuade him but instead I grabbed his arm for support as a wave of dizziness threatened to leave me sprawled over on the floor. He grabbed my other arm to steady me and regarded me with concern. 
 
      
 
    “Are you all right? You haven’t eaten and you’re weak. You must not make sudden movements or try to get out of bed. Wait until you’re stronger.” My head was clearing but I felt very weak. His grip was lighter than a child’s. 
 
      
 
    “You’re a fine one to talk: you couldn’t carry yourself to the mainland, never mind Whitby.” Cuthbert drew back away. “Cuthbert, we need you. We all need you, fit and well. are difficult and dangerous times and we need your intelligence rather than your self-indulgence. I will eat when you do and I won’t eat before you.” Cuthbert leaped back, his eyes blazing with righteous, zealous fury. 
 
      
 
    “How dare you! How dare you speak to me in such terms! I fasted to save you! You should be grateful to me that I did. How dare you talk to me...to me...of self-indulgence...!” His hand hammered into his sparrow’s chest as he spat with rage and declined into wordlessness. I watched. He was my friend and I admired his devotion. I was happy to concede his superiority in matters of faith but I wasn’t blind to his faults. 
 
      
 
    “I have said I’m grateful to you: I am. More than I can say. You may have been aware that I was in danger but you do not have the Sight and could not know what I faced, what I truly faced. But I’m back with you now and there is no need to continue your fast.” 
 
      
 
    “What about thanksgiving?” 
 
      
 
    “I will thank Our Lord, for it was at his intervention - requested and prayed for by you - that I was saved. We can all offer a prayer of thanksgiving. Fasting is one thing, Cuthbert: you are starving yourself to death.” Cuthbert was still standing and for a moment his eyes held a secret superiority and then he looked away. “I know what you’re thinking. You believe you can detect about yourself that which our fathers in Egypt called the Odour of Sanctity. What you can detect - and what they smelled - is nothing to do with sanctity, it’s your body breaking down and feeding on itself. Although I’m not a Healer I can See it. It is not so much sanctity as a selfish madness. That’s why I said you were self-indulgent, because that’s what your behaviour is: proud, self-righteousness, self regarding and” I concluded “self-indulgent. You need food in your stomach and a clear head: then maybe you can see yourself better and think more of humility and less of exaltation.” When I finished, I was appalled at myself but also a little satisfied, if I’m honest. I should have been grateful but instead I’d woken up angry and fearful, and I’d lashed out at my friend. I don’t know what drove me to it but I couldn’t stop until I had said everything. 
 
      
 
    Cuthbert took it in silence, pacing up and down the restricted cell: three steps up and three steps back. Three steps up and three steps back. He was very like a caged wolf, trapped, confused and angry.  
 
      
 
    Abruptly he stopped, collapsed in the chair and put his head in his hands. I reached over to touch his shoulder and, although he flinched, he allowed my hand to stay. 
 
      
 
    “God, oh God,” he sobbed at last. His voice was thick. “You’re right, Anselm, you are right. God made you see and speak rightly. I am proud and vain! In my pride and arrogance I thought I was gaining sanctity, at last. At last!” he whispered. “And you tell me it is my body decaying while I yet walk around in it,” he sobbed again. “I abhor it, it is my enemy but it is God’s temple, too. I try everything. I make myself look disgusting to all, especially women: no-one should want me but they swarm around me all the more when I am on Mission: they’ve heard of miracles performed in my name - in my name! - how could I have allowed it! - and want to touch the hem of my cloak. If I wanted, I could make two converts at once: bed a woman and father a child on her. Two at one go! There could be dozens of little bastard Cuthberts running around all over Northumbria, and Lothian, and Rheged...” he stopped to catch his breath again. “Praising God in my name. And their mothers would regard it as a privilege, all these rich women who want to give me money and churches, they would regard it as a privilege to have my bastard children, like concubines with their Royal bastards! They debase themselves! They throw themselves at me! They would welcome me with open arms and willing flesh.” He looked at me and his eyes were red and raw and pleading. “And I want to! Oh, may God forgive me, I want to!” 
 
      
 
    “There’s nothing that says you have to be celibate, Cuthbert. You can marry and still be a priest.” 
 
      
 
    “And have her and any children stuck in grinding poverty with me? I chose it, I cannot force it on anyone else, not a mother and child! Not a wife!” 
 
      
 
    He stood and walked around the cell once, twice, three times while I sat at the edge of the storm I’d sown. He was so weakened and had fought so long for my soul. Without the weakness he wouldn’t have cracked - until maybe much later when his parlous state would have been even worse. Maybe it was for the best that he should break and speak now even though I wasn’t his appointed counsellor.  
 
      
 
    “Why does God reject me? Why? I try to be His faithful servant and am tormented constantly for it. I long for the day when I will be allowed to go into my hermitry for good, away from the temptations of the World.”  
 
      
 
    “Temptation will follow you, Cuthbert,” I said gently. 
 
      
 
    “I will fight it willingly. I look forward to it and will rejoice in the battle.” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t invite the enemy in! He will creep into your mind when you’re alone and find you out in your arrogance. You cannot hide from him as you would hide from pious women. Have a care that you wish such a thing and remember this,” I continued, “the demons that will seek you out in solitude, stripped of the veneer they adopt when we are among companions. They are the most dangerous of all, for they reflect your own deepest and most hidden desires.” 
 
      
 
    Cuthbert sat down again. “Tell me what to do!” he moaned. 
 
      
 
    “The finest steel is tempered in the hottest part of the fire, Cuthbert. God has work for you and you can achieve great things in His name.” 
 
      
 
    “I am not worthy,” he said dully. His mood had changed from the secret pride of just a few moments ago to self-pity: he was very far gone. 
 
      
 
    “We are none of us worthy,” I replied. There was only One who was worthy and they took Him and hung Him on a tree, and He went meek as a lamb - for all of us Cuthbert, all of us!” I took the tormented monk’s face in my hands and held it, with love and with humour, even with gratitude that I could somehow repair the hurt I’d caused. “Even you, you dirty, ragged, smelly excuse for a man, even you!” Cuthbert tried to smile but his face dissolved into tears. He put his head in his hand again. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what to do,” he murmured. 
 
      
 
    “Bathe, trim your hair and nails, put on a decent habit and I’ll meet you in the chapel in an hour. We’ll offer a prayer in thanksgiving before we eat together.” Cuthbert stood up to leave. I spoke again before he left. “And Cuthbert,” he turned again, with resignation on his face, “thank you. Your intervention moved Our Lord to save me just before I would have fallen. Thank you.” Cuthbert left, with barely an acknowledgement of my thanks. 
 
      
 
    Just under an hour later I crossed the yard from the Infirmary to the chapel. I’d asked Colman to arrange food for the pair of us and the Abbott had done so, thanking me and congratulating me for getting Cuthbert to eat. They had all been worried about him, but I felt that the thanks were unmerited.  
 
      
 
    Cuthbert was there before me, standing with his hands palm upwards and his head thrown back, lost in silent prayer. He had bathed and changed his habit but he contrived to look more like a scarecrow than ever. I joined him and offered my own heartfelt thanks for my deliverance from the valley of the shadow of Death - Death of my Soul. I prayed for forgiveness of the stealthy pride that had crept into my heart as I’d lectured my brother monk, so much more pious than myself, and hoped that I had truly done my Maker’s will. I prayed also that the taint I carried from my temptation would wither, dilute, dissolve and die in the strong company of my brother monks on Lindisfarne and the gathering later at Whitby. I offered profound thanks for my rescue from the waves and a small mental nudge reminded me to seek out the fishermen who had saved me and thank them personally. 
 
      
 
    After half an hour I tugged at Cuthbert’s sleeve and led him to the refectory where we ate a simple but hearty meal of bread, cheese, milk and honey, more than was normal during Lent but appropriate given our trials. 
 
      
 
    Cuthbert was subdued. He had been running on raw energy for the five days that I had been in my coma and now all that was gone. He was barely recognisable, with his hair clean and falling neatly to his shoulders, his face washed and his robe more in keeping with the threadbare but serviceable habits of his brothers. We went together everywhere around the island and I watched over him as carefully as he had watched over me. Prior he was but, however briefly, he was for the time being dependent upon me. I was happy to be of service to him.  
 
      
 
    We made a contrasting pair: me regenerated but still tender, greeting everyone we met cheerfully, and my companion silent and brooding, seemingly waiting for orders. We met a young Initiate by the name of Mungo, who greeted me seriously but regarded Cuthbert eagerly, with awe and something approaching idolisation. He had the fire of zealotry in his eyes and his Prior was obviously his inspiration. He was confused and unhappy when his hero barely acknowledged him. Cuthbert’s rhetoric and evangelising were proverbial but he offered only the briefest of reactions when we visited the grave and shrine of Aidan. I tried to engage him in conversation about the Founder of Lindisfarne’s life and legacy. Normally he was very responsive but for the moment he was completely drained. I reminded him of Aidan, the founder of the monastery at Lindisfarne, whose ministry was of and among the people, who loved him. He attracted many converts and new souls - one of which was a young Cuthbert - and his Rule, following that of Columba, was demanding but never onerous. Not for him marathon fasts that drove to the point of death. He fasted of course, we all did - but he was disciplined and would not allow excessive deprivation. 
 
      
 
    I hoped he was taking it all in but he gave no sign. 
 
      
 
    When the time came to retire, Cuthbert insisted on joining me in my infirmary cell. Colman decided that it may well help both of us to recover and so we arranged ourselves for sleep, me in the bed and Cuthbert wrapped in a blanket on the floor. In the morning we would set off for Whitby: there was no time left to tarry, no matter how uplifting the place or the company. 
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    The Road to Whitby 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Community of Lindisfarne gathered in the chapel before dawn to offer prayers of thanksgiving and to ask for protection for those who would be leaving for Whitby that morning. After breakfast in the refectory - which was barely large enough to contain us all - the travelling party gathered by the chapel door. Horses had been obtained for us, a fact that was giving rise to animated debate. We would all would rather walk among the people but we had been delayed because of my condition and time was now pressing. A good twenty minutes was spent arguing until only Colman himself remained unmounted. The confusion was added to by the horses becoming restless, milling about and neighing their alarm at the raised voices. Colman was stoutly defending his right and declaring that he would not place himself above the people. 
 
      
 
    In exasperation Abbott Cedd of Lastingham, the appointed translator, told him that the Synod would be over by the time he got there. He responded brusquely that, since he was leading the Irish delegation, Oswy would insist that it did not start without him. More arguments followed. It was suggested that, while Oswy may not start the Synod without him, the cost of such a humiliation might be a loss of favour with Northumbria’s ruling family. The Abbott was starting to weaken but now didn’t wish to lose face.  
 
      
 
    The Irish Church was nothing if not democratic but I felt that the time for debate was over. I quietly asked the silent Cuthbert to intervene, which he did promptly. 
 
      
 
    “Will you be setting off at the same time as us, Colman?” the reply was defiantly affirmative. “And you will not allow any obstacle or inconvenience to delay you?” confirmation again. “We are setting off straight away and we shall not wait for you, you follow as quick as you can,” the Abbott shrugged. Cuthbert trotted off a few paces, seemingly defeated. Then he turned again for one more word to his superior. “And you’d better hope that the fishermen are on duty again, for while Oswy may wait for you God’s tide will not and His punishment will be very appropriate when he drowns the fire of your bull-headedness once and for all.”   
 
      
 
    A brief glance showed that the tide had turned while they had argued. Colman relented, mounted and then actually led the company at a trot and even a gallop away from the island, onto the strand and straight across the sands to the mainland. There was a long way to go and little enough time to get there. 
 
      
 
    In addition to the Abbott himself, his Abbott Cedd the translator, Cuthbert and me, there were another dozen including Mungo (the young Initiate), three of his contemporaries, half a dozen scribes and two more monks, who had been seized in the middle of the night with the certainty that God wanted them to play a vital role in the proceedings. Colman confided that he was surprised there were so few last minute accompanists: he had prepared Abbess Hilda at the monastery of Whitby for five times the number. 
 
      
 
    It had been our intention to join Oswy’s train at his capital of Bamburgh but we learned that the King was in the south of the kingdom on an expedition to Mercia to collect tribute, from where he would be going direct to Whitby. We saved ourselves the small diversion and kept to the inland road. Although the king’s writ ran strong throughout Northumbria this did not mean it was entirely safe to travel undefended: there were lawless English, displaced British and isolated Mercians to consider and so, although most outlaws knew that Irish Church priests carried no coin and little food, we were all armed with swords just in case. A company of sixteen may still attract attention from desperate men. 
 
      
 
    We kept up a steady pace and made the Roman Wall before sunset, electing to stay in the protection of a supply and staging fort at Wallsend. Ferrying sixteen men and horses across the Tyne the next morning took well over an hour and so we had to stop the night at an Inn a few miles short of the crossing of the Tees. 
 
      
 
    We weren’t the only guests that evening; a company of soldiers was overnighting in the Inn itself. We were happy enough to make our beds in the stables. We gathered to pray and our voices rose sufficiently to disturb the peace of our fellow guests - one of them at least. A large and dirty fellow who had drunk enough to excite his already belligerent nature came out to demand silence. Some others followed to watch whatever fun might develop. 
 
      
 
    “That wailing and moaning sounds like a choir of randy tomcats. How is an honest man to get his rest?” he demanded. Colman apologised and promised that we would be quieter. He turned to instruct us so but the man was bent on trouble. He grabbed the Abbott’s arm. “But it’s too late for that. You have already woken me from my hard-earned sleep,” Unlikely, I thought. I could see the fellow was spoiling for a fight and took position close to the Abbott. Cuthbert was in close attendance as well. “Aye, hard earned so that you can ride the king’s highway in peace. What sort of men are you? Men? You are no men! You dress like women, you ride up and down as if you own the place, you pay no tribute or courtesy and treat us honest folk like your slaves!”  
 
      
 
    Colman apologised again but the man would not be calmed. A snicker ran through the audience at the gate and Mungo made to intervene on the Abbott’s behalf. Cedd stilled him with a hand on his swordarm and a nod towards me. I was preparing to intervene although my weapon was in the stable. I wouldn’t need it.  
 
      
 
    “And none of you will stand up for yourselves! Well, it’s about time you honoured the men who risk their lives so you can ride around in peace and safety. What have you got in your bag?” So saying he pulled Colman’s small satchel so violently its cord snapped. Finding only the remains of a small loaf, a piece of cheese, a prayer book and a small wooden Celtic Cross he was further enraged. He threw it on the ground and stamped on it. “Nothing! Nothing but totems of your dead god! Your weakling god who went to his death without taking any with him! What sort of a god is that? How does he compare with Wodin, the great god who gives his followers strength in battle and has contempt for the weak! How does your weakling compare with him, eh?” and he thrust his filthy face into Colman’s. The Abbott was unconcerned at the loss of his food - he would have given it to a beggar ahead of eating it himself anyway - but he was outraged at the insult to his Lord.  
 
      
 
    “How dare you! How dare you trample on the One who died for your sins!” he would have given his provoker the satisfaction of taking a swing at him had I not stepped between them. I addressed the ruffian. 
 
      
 
    “Sir, we wish you no harm and have done you no harm. We would continue our devotions quietly and peacefully if you will accept our apologies for disturbing you.” There was a guffaw in the audience and the only response I got was a swinging fist that started low, had the brute’s full power behind it and would have broken a jawbone had it connected. I was ready for it and swayed back to let the blow pass. The ruffian nearly overbalanced, which helped his temper not at all. 
 
      
 
    “So, we have a dancer. Let’s see how well you dance with a girdle of steel!” He pulled a dagger from his belt and lunged at me. I stepped out of the way and turned quickly, feet apart, arms outstretched and well-balanced. He had no idea of what he was facing; my Gift of the Sight gave me a distinct advantage. I could See into his mind; I knew what he was planning and every step he was going to make, the moment he thought of it.  
 
      
 
    The aggressor charged, looking to enfold me and put the knife between my ribs. I stepped aside again and let the rush go past. I was manoeuvring my opponent into an open space where I could utilise the old training and the newer techniques I’d picked up on my travels. 
 
      
 
    “Stand still, girly, and fight like a man, hand to hand! I’ll kill you first and then find out if you are as much use as a girl under your frock.”  
 
      
 
    He charged and I let him pass again. He ended up in a straw heap and came up spluttering, furious but prepared to fight with more thought. He advanced slowly, tossing the dagger from hand to hand and grinning. Although the fight was more than he had expected it would still be easy to kill this monk, he was sure. He came within striking distance, feinted to one side, tossed the knife quickly to the other and stabbed straight for where my heart would have been had I not moved as fast as thought. 
 
      
 
    Again the assailant had to turn. He was breathing stronger but not heavily: he was very fit and, clearly, a veteran of several bar-room fights as well as full-pitched battles. He’d never been on the losing side and had no intention of being so now. The confrontation had started with roars of encouragement from the spectators but now there was near-silence, just the whispering of wagers being placed: mostly on the Englishman but some early money was going on me. 
 
      
 
    The fighter circled, switching the dagger from hand to hand, grinning with anticipation and taking his time, now. Victory would be the sweeter for the contest I’d put up. I shuffled round to stay face to face with him, always balanced and always ready, my eyes never leaving the attacker’s face. 
 
      
 
    Again the Englishman feinted, seeming to come with his right arm but switching to his left in a flash. I stood till the last possible moment, seeming to be confused by my enemy’s skill and a strangled shout of alarm came from the monks: my attacker was on me. 
 
      
 
    Or thought he was. I skipped out of the way to my right, turning left and catching the arm with both of my own. I brought my knee up and my arms down: the knife skittered away on the stones of the yard and the Englishman collapsed to the ground, clutching his dislocated shoulder in agony. 
 
      
 
    Money changed hands reluctantly among the spectators by the door and the winners went back into the Inn to spend their gains. The monks helped the Englishman over to the pile of straw and I then added to his pain by relocating the arm in its socket while Cedd and Mungo held him down. Then we made a sling to help ease the strain on his (unavoidably) broken collarbone and assisted the invalid back to his quarters and settled him for the night. 
 
      
 
    As we left him, as comfortable as we could manage, Cedd was unable to resist the impulse to give him the benefit of his learning. 
 
      
 
    “I think the One True Risen God compares very well with your empty wooden totem, don’t you?” The Englishman moaned and fell into a troubled sleep. I put my hand into my pocket quite absently and felt the amulet again. I remembered my Vision: Strathclyde, shrinking away to nothing, its lifeblood being drained from it. Lucius was dead but was one of his disciples in Strathclyde and spreading his dreadful poison? 
 
      
 
    “Why didn’t you kill him for the insult he gave Our Lord?” Mungo asked.  
 
      
 
    “I do not kill if I can possibly avoid it, and the Lord in His grace enabled me to avoid it,” I replied. “Never kill when maiming is enough; never maim when a beating is enough and never beat when a bruise is enough. We were unable to calm him with words alone, which would have been the best way, so this incident may be cast as a failure.” I considered Mungo, who was still breathing heavily with zealous anger. “But the Lord works His Plan in strange ways sometimes, Mungo. The beating I gave this man will make him more wary of picking a fight with a monk in future. His caution may turn into respect and that respect may make him prepared to listen at last to the Word of God: we may save his soul from Wodin after all, which wouldn’t have been possible if I’d killed him.” 
 
      
 
    “Could you have killed him? With your bare hands?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes,” I replied shortly, and we rejoined the others to continue our devotions in a subdued atmosphere. There was no singing now and we started by offering prayers for the salvation of the heathen Englishman. 
 
      
 
    All bar two of us slept soundly that night, tired after the exertions of the journey and the excitement of the confrontation. Mungo tossed and turned as he dreamed of a hundred different ways in which he would have punished the Englishman for his audacity and his insult. His blood-filled dreams meant that he woke tired, a little irritable and still angry at the heathen’s behaviour.  
 
      
 
    I saw again the view I’d had of Strathclyde during my coma. I was looking down on its outline from far above the world, observing its great range from where it stretched like a flagpole towards the heart of the Alba in the north, through the fertile central heartlands and on south, south through what had been and would again be Rheged and further on, across the Bay of Sands. I could feel its pride at what it had done, in holding back the English tide from the east and south and then expanding its borders beyond any precedent. The original kingdom itself was a deep red and the areas under its influence or tributary to it were a lighter, pinker shade. 
 
      
 
    As I watched, the red began to lose its intensity, to fade and be diluted. I could see a raw wound from which blood flowed, first as an intermittent trickle and then growing in strength as it became a stream, a river and finally a flood, gushing and roaring with the huge quantity of blood pouring out from the gaping, bloody maw. I knew that the injury was self-inflicted and the flow of blood threatened to pollute the world: but when it touched Iona it recoiled. It recoiled also as it touched the island of Erin and it was able to seep only slowly and slightly into Northumbria. It poured straight into the heart of Elmet and Mercia, staining them with its poisonous dye. 
 
      
 
    There were speckles of another, lighter colour: I noticed them and moved easily closer to the gaping source in the north, close to the capital at Dumbarton. As I neared the speckles grew larger, became white against the red of the foul flood and finally resolved themselves into the bodies of children being washed out of the land and into nothingness. They all had wounds where their eyes should be, as had the child in my Vision, and something else: they were all slashed from the base of their ribcage to the groin, and their innocent blood poured out to join the foul gore in which they were borne. 
 
      
 
    I pulled away in disgust and horror: the children, tens, hundreds, thousands, growing in number as I watched, poured out and I saw Strathclyde’s outlines shiver and wrinkle: the whole kingdom started to collapse, folding in and retreating like a deflating bladder. In time it was reduced to nothing, less than a memory, a legend and a story of fear to frighten misbehaving children, until even that power was gone, into oblivion, loss and void. 
 
      
 
    “Remember. Remember. Remember the children.” 
 
      
 
    The remainder of the night I slept soundly and awoke before dawn, rested and refreshed. I remembered the dream clearly. It hadn’t been my normal Sight but I knew it for a true Vision: the parting voice confirmed it. Before I joined my brothers for our worship I offered a quiet prayer to God in my heart. I apologised for the impatience that had nearly drowned me and asked for guidance in discovering what went on at the heart of Strathclyde. 
 
      
 
    “Would you see a sign? Will nothing less satisfy you?” asked Padhraig. I could make no answer. “Events are unfolding as they should. You must fulfil your purpose. Don’t expect everything to be done for you.” 
 
      
 
    The Vision retreated as suddenly as it had intruded, leaving just a slight throbbing at my temples rather than a full-blown headache. 
 
      
 
    “Breakfast time,” I said to Cuthbert and the greatest evangelist of the age followed as meek as lamb. 
 
      
 
    After breakfast we set off on the last leg to Whitby. There was one more great river to cross, the Tees, and again it took over an hour before we were all ferried safely over. Thereafter we made good time through the rolling countryside. We took the coastal route along the undulating landscape, which ended so abruptly and dramatically in cliffs that plunged a hundred feet to the grumbling sea below. We made our way rapidly, cantering easily across the level ground between the rover-carved inlets. 
 
      
 
    We made a fine sight, riding out through lightly-wooded country in a sunny Spring morning. The air was sharp, the road was clear and, for the moment, we hadn’t a care in the World. Colman, a cheerful soul anyway, smiled in delight at the beauty of the day. His good spirits spread throughout the company until even Cuthbert, with all his turmoil, was moved to smile. Colman dropped back to ride alongside me and my shadow. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know a psalm, Cuthbert, a cheerful one that’s in keeping with the beauty of the day?” Cuthbert looked to me. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what to do,” he said. 
 
      
 
    “Do you know any cheerful psalms?” I responded.  
 
      
 
    “Yes, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “Lead us then, I pray you: but make it happy. No mention of the valley of the shadow on this beautiful morning.” Colman smiled. Again Cuthbert looked to me and again I encouraged him. He started, hesitantly, to sing in a resonant baritone the twenty-fourth psalm, which was about as cheerful as he got. 
 
      
 
    After the first line, those who knew it joined in: the rest listened and learned. Next time it was sung the chorus would be swollen with the voices of these who had heard it just the once but would remember as if it had been dinned into their heads a hundred times. 
 
      
 
    “Let us praise the Lord with song,” cried Colman, “let us rejoice in the beauty and wonder of creation. I would hear something from His new harvest: Diarmuid, sing a song of praise that your own people have created. Raise your voice now and glorify the Lord.” Diarmuid was one of the younger monks, a Scot from Dalriada. The motion of his horse made his voice uneven but even so, he sang in a pure tenor so sweetly as to lift the hearts of his companions with a song from the islands of the west, sung in the lilting rhythm familiar to me from my childhood. 
 
      
 
    So we passed a good few miles, the joy of singing lifting the spirits of nearly all. Only the face of Mungo remained dark and angry on the beautiful day. When we slowed to a trot, and then to a walk as we picked our way up another hill he brought his horse up alongside mine. 
 
      
 
    “Where did you learn that skill?” 
 
      
 
    “What skill, singing?” My mind was far away, walking over the hills of Donegal and Dalriada. Hills that were harsher than those of Northumbria but no less beautiful. 
 
      
 
    “No,” Mungo continued, irritably. “The fighting skill that enabled you to best the Englishman.” I looked into his face: his eyes were burning. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I had another life before I was reborn. I learned many things while I wandered, lost and without hope, before I was rescued by a monk from Iona.” 
 
      
 
    “You could have killed him. Why didn’t you?” 
 
      
 
    “Who?’  
 
      
 
    “The Englishman,” Mungo said, “the brute last night who attacked our Abbott and insulted Our Lord. I would have killed him for what he did.” I glanced at him again. 
 
      
 
    “I told you why I didn’t. I have killed before, Mungo. I have killed often. I have killed Vandals and Moors in southern Spain, Christians in northern Spain and in the land of the Franks, nameless enemies in Italy and the lands of Byzantium and the far east, beyond the Middle Sea, and in Britain, too. I have killed so many and so often. I’ve had enough of killing.” 
 
      
 
    “I would have killed him if I had had your skill. It is a Gift from God and should be used for His holy work. All God’s enemies should perish and be sent urgently to stand and be judged at His great Throne,” he said obstinately. 
 
      
 
    “Maybe, then, it is just as well that the Lord has not given you the power to confront the soldier. I said last night that we may convert him to Christ. Isn’t it better to give him the chance to come to God than to send him unredeemed to the torments of Hell?” 
 
      
 
    “He trampled on the Scriptures.” 
 
      
 
    “He is a pagan and he was drunk. He knew the offence but it was aimed at us, not at the Lord.” 
 
      
 
    “We must defend the Word of the Lord against those who would defame it.” 
 
      
 
    “We must indeed do so, and spread His word wherever we can: but we must do so with love and charity, and by example. One who is converted by the sword alone will lapse as soon as the sword is taken away.” 
 
      
 
    “He is a blasphemer. He is an offence in the sight of the Lord.” 
 
      
 
    “The Lord is more than capable of taking care of Himself: ‘Vengeance is Mine, saith the Lord.’ I treated him gentler than he deserved because I wish, when my time comes, to be treated more gently than I deserve, too. I fought against God’s church, remember, but I was spared. Do you not think that God would have caused the Englishman to dash his brains out against a stone, or stumble on a pitchfork in that pile of straw if it had been His will?” 
 
      
 
    “You fought against the decadence of Rome. I would have killed the Englishman, in God’s name.” 
 
      
 
    “I chose not to and I would do the same again. I seek to save souls, not condemn them.” I spurred my horse forward to Colman with Cuthbert close behind. Mungo dropped back, his expression still dark. 
 
      
 
    We passed through the village of Streanashalch, at the bottom of the hill from the monastery of Whitby, in late afternoon. Half a dozen small boats were pulled up on the shore and our passing barely merited a glance: the fishing people of the settlement were dour and serious folk, unimpressed by much. Another group of travel-stained monks on their way to Whitby impressed them not at all. They’d seen increasing numbers passing through in the last few weeks including the retinue of several Roman Priors, a number of Abbots and at least one Bishop. And, while they welcomed our trade, they knew that more would come from the Romans. The Irish clerics, sworn to poverty, were more likely to beg favours than pay good coin, they believed - this despite their excellent and profitable relations with Whitby monastery. They would believe the gossip of strangers sooner than the evidence of their own eyes and would regard their neighbours as the exceptions. So we rode on without pause and approached the monastery two or three hours before sunset, which was just as well: it was Friday and the Irish Sabbath ran from sundown of that evening to the same time the following day. The Evening and the Morning, as the Bible said. 
 
      
 
    Whitby was a double monastery, with the nunnery extending from one side of the chapel and the monks buildings and lands to the other. It was run in accordance with the Irish rule, although with less emphasis on solitude and hermitry; there were no beehive cells at Whitby. The two sexes lived and slept separately and any commingling was watched over carefully by Abbess Hilda. They made up a community engaged with the world, trading with it, building up a quasi-religious outer settlement similar to Melrose; outside the monastery proper and evangelising the neighbouring countryside. 
 
      
 
    We were greeted warmly by our brother monks and some elderly nuns and shown where to stable the horses. After attending to our mounts’ needs we were in the process of preparing sleeping areas within the stables when one of the resident monks came and interrupted us. We weren’t to stay with the animals, he informed us, as sleeping quarters had been prepared in the monastery proper. 
 
      
 
    There then followed an exchange, which became a debate, which became an argument and was fast becoming heated in the typical Irish way when a tall and imposing woman entered the building, attended by a monk and two of the elderly nuns who had greeted us. She clapped her hands for attention and the babble ceased immediately. 
 
      
 
    “What is going on here?” Abbess Hilda asked. The babble broke out again straight away as everyone tried to put their points at once: she raised her hands for silence again and it followed just as fast. There was an air of authority about her that even Colman respected.  
 
      
 
    “Cerdic,” she said to the resident monk, “I sent you to settle our guests in the area prepared for them - a simple enough task, I would have thought. Now I find you in the middle of a bear-pit and in need of my intervention. My time is short and would be better spent elsewhere. Explain yourself.” 
 
      
 
    “They wouldn’t do as I told them,” he said resentfully. “I came to take them over to the sleeping quarters and they won’t come.” Hilda nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Abbott Colman,” she said and nodded briefly in acknowledgement. “We have prepared accommodation for you and would like you to use it. Why do you refuse?” She spoke to him with courtesy but there was no deference at all. As Abbess, she was his equal in rank and, while he may possibly have a higher reputation as a religious leader, Hilda was not about to have a mere monk dictate to her. Colman replied to her enquiry with a degree of indignant self-righteousness. 
 
      
 
    “Abbess Hilda, it is good to see you again.” The courtesies out of the way he got straight to the point. “We thank you for the efforts you’ve gone to on our behalf but it wasn’t necessary. We would not displace anyone for our own convenience. We will be pleased to sleep in the stables and will rejoice that we can share Our Lord’s Estate, for it was in such a place that He was born. We have no need for more.” 
 
      
 
    “Firstly,” Hilda replied crisply, “you would not be displacing anyone. We have planned for your accommodation. Indeed, I see that there are fewer in your company than I had been led to expect. Second, you have no need to remind me that Our Lord was born in a stable. However, there was no Synod going on, with monks, nuns, Abbots, Priors, Bishops and Kings coming from all over the country, not to mention the idle and curious. A great deal of organisation has gone into providing for all who will attend here. Your humility, and that of your brothers from Lindisfarne and Iona, is legendary but we will not open proceedings with a contest to see who has the dirtiest bed. You will find that the arrangements we have made are humble enough. You will have nothing to complain of and no opportunity to pamper the flesh, I can assure you. Brother Cerdic will show you to your quarters.” Colman opened his mouth to protest but Hilda cut him off before he could get started.  
 
      
 
    “I don’t suppose you have brought food or anything useful with you, have you?” Colman’s mouth shut like a trap and he shook his head. We’d travelled with the minimum, as usual. “I thought not. No consideration of Earthly realities. Half a cartload of turnips would have been more welcome than you, as well as displaying a degree of thought.” She turned to leave but Colman called her back. 
 
      
 
    “Sister Hilda,” he said contritely, and she half-turned in the doorway. “I apologise for my thoughtlessness. We all stand rightly chastised. I’ll dispatch fruit, vegetables, honey and some livestock to replenish your stores as soon as it can be arranged.” 
 
      
 
    “Thank you,” Hilda nodded, “but if you send too much I will send it all back - all of it, mind - and your penance will be worthless. A moderate amount from your surplus will be sufficient. I will not allow you to starve yourselves in self-righteous repentance. Cerdic, show them to their quarters.” and then she was gone, leaving no time for further debate or protest.  
 
      
 
    An audible sigh went round the room. We had all been unconsciously holding our breath while the Abbess had been present. 
 
      
 
    “A great lady, your Abbess,” Colman remarked to Cerdic, who snorted. 
 
      
 
    “Very impressive. Please don’t cross her again, our lives have been miserable enough for the last few weeks without anyone else irritating her.” Colman bowed his apology. 
 
      
 
    “Please show us to our beds, brother Cerdic. And after, perhaps you would be kind enough to show us where we may make our Sabbath devotions?” 
 
      
 
    “I think I can manage that,” he replied, and he led us across to a new, wooden framed building, which had been erected against the resident monks’ sleeping quarters. There were signs of haste but all the gaps in the wooden slatted walls had been effectively sealed with moss and mortar. The earth floor had been swept clean and was almost completely dry. New wooden pallets with straw-filled mattresses were arranged in two neat rows, against either wall. “Abbess Hilda asks that you keep the straw in the mattresses as it makes it easier to clean up afterwards. She also asks those of you who wish to sleep on the floor to remember that our laundering facilities are under great pressure for the period of the Synod.” 
 
      
 
    “Do I take it that Abbess Hilda is suggesting that we will not be welcomed enthusiastically if we arrive at the hall anything less than clean and shiny?” Colman asked sardonically. 
 
      
 
    “I wouldn’t seek her censure, Brother Abbott, she believes that outer cleanliness is a reflection of inner purity,” Cerdic smiled. “You’ve seen only the smallest touch of her disapproval. I know you know her of old and would be prepared for her anger but some of your brothers may find the experience harrowing.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand. Thank you brother Cerdic. I trust that the mattresses are not too soft, however?” 
 
      
 
    “We used the coarsest straw we could find,” Cerdic’s smile split into a gap-toothed grin, “and should any require them then I’m sure that the boys in the village could be encouraged to collect a herd of hungry fleas.”  
 
      
 
    “I don’t think that will be necessary. We shall be pleased to sacrifice our familiar homely comforts in a greater cause.” Colman’s natural good humour could not stay buttoned up for long and he smiled in his turn, then ordered his companions to deposit their belongings or otherwise indicate where they would be sleeping. 
 
      
 
    After this, we followed Cerdic back across the central yard on our way to the chapel. Before we made it there, a commotion and wave of excitement swept through the monastery: a great troop of riders was approaching and the declining sun was catching and reflecting off metal. 
 
      
 
    “Oswy, do you think?” Cedd asked. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s wait and see,” Colman replied. I looked keenly down the hillside, thinking of the message I had to deliver on Owain’s behalf. I knew even before the dustcloud cleared that this was not the Northumbrian king. 
 
      
 
    The troop was preceded by a double line of twenty armed and armoured horsemen whose bronze and brass embellishments chinked merrily against each other and the studded leather waistcoats they wore. Their swords and shields glittered in the sunlight as they swung round and formed two protective lines to receive those they were escorting. They were as disciplined as the best-drilled army of the English, possibly better armed, and certainly better dressed. 
 
      
 
    Next there was a double line of twenty-four young boys, holding their hands together in prayer and singing sweetly - between coughs brought on by the horses’ dust - a hymn of praise to God and to His Church.  
 
      
 
    “They can’t have walked like this the whole day, can they?” - “No. Just from that last line of trees yonder.” - “How can you be sure?” - “Their habits are barely dirtied, look.” 
 
      
 
    Next, six priests in line astern, intoning bass and baritone harmonies to the young choir’s melody, swinging censors from which sweet-smelling incense rose. They sported the short hair and round tonsure of the Roman church. 
 
      
 
    Behind them came a man on horseback, sumptuously attired in a red cloak with a thick border in gold. He wore a broad-brimmed hat to shade him from the sun but his features were still visible. This was Wilfrid, Prior of Ripon, formerly a young novice of the monastery of Lindisfarne. He regarded the group of monks by the chapel door from the height of his great chestnut horse and his face registered recognition, but there was no acknowledgement. 
 
      
 
    “He’s risen far and seems so magnificent, doesn’t he?” Colman whispered to Cedd. 
 
      
 
    “Aye. And he seeks the Bishop’s robe before he’s much older,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    Behind Wilfrid came another striking horse, which was led at the bridle by a well-dressed squire. It was covered with a scarlet cloth and a magnificently attired figure was seated on it. The rider was older and wore the Roman church’s ceremonial vestments, which caught the sun and seemed to glow and reflect back its rays in even greater glory, shimmering in purple with the design of the cross picked out in cloth-of-gold and edged with pearls. On his head was a bishop’s mitre, in one hand was his crook and the other gave out the Sign of the Cross in blessing to all and sundry. His face was thin and foreign-looking, with a prominent nose that gave him the profile of an eagle. His eyes swept this way and that, taking in everything. They paused as they lighted on Colman and the rest of us, then continued their quartering of the monastery which had seemed so large and so well organised but which now appeared shrunken and dull, too small to contain the splendour that had deigned to visit it. 
 
      
 
    “Agilbert the Frank, Bishop of Dorchester,” I said in answer to Cedd’s raised eyebrows.  
 
      
 
    “Apparently a very holy man with Grace to spare if he can dispense it as freely as that,” Cedd responded. 
 
      
 
    “Behold the Whore of Babylon, arrayed in purple and gold, seated on a beast of scarlet,” came an angry voice from the group of Lindisfarne monks. 
 
      
 
    “Enough of that,” Colman said sharply, and he looked around into his little flock. The speaker stayed silent and he wasn’t identified by the Abbott. “There will be time for arguments soon enough but I will not tolerate open insult. We will maintain our dignity and purity. We will not seek to imitate or respond to any provocation.”  
 
      
 
    He looked back at the Roman party, who didn’t seem to have heard either the comment or Colman’s reaction. The jingling of the horses’ bridles and the excited hubbub that stirred the monastery yard had probably obscured both.  
 
      
 
    “Come, the sun will soon be below the horizon. Let us go into the House of God and make our thanks for safe delivery after our journey. And some of us should pray especially hard for grace and wisdom.” With that he herded his flock into the chapel.  
 
      
 
    As I was about to turn I caught an interesting tableau: Hilda had arrived to welcome her latest group of guests and stood at the door of the convent, which was raised three steps above the level of the yard. She was tall and erect, queenly even, a few wisps of greying yellow hair finding their way out from under her loose veil. Her hands were spread open in a gesture of welcome although her face was serious. She was approaching fifty and had been Abbess at Whitby since its foundation. Another may well have glanced straight over her grey habit and her dark dress and been drawn to Wilfrid and Agilbert’s magnificence. But I saw a woman composed of quiet and restrained dignity, while before her a group of garishly dressed barbarians made vulgar obeisance. 
 
      
 
    “Has Oswy arrived yet?” I asked Cerdic. 
 
      
 
    “No, but he’s expected hourly. I doubt if he’ll put on such a show, though.” 
 
      
 
    “No, I doubt he will,” I replied. We went in to the cool dimness of the Chapel, where only a simple carved wooden Celtic Cross could be seen against the dying light behind the eastern window. 
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    The Prior’s Pride 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oswy arrived after midnight in a commotion of hoofs, neighing, shouted orders and demands for admittance. He had ridden hard and long after a successful journey to Mercia and was in a good humour - which was not always a good thing for his hosts. He yelled for food and drink, for himself and his men, and it was fortunate that he’d sent the main body on to Bamburgh with the Mercian tribute so that it was a relatively small group that disturbed the monastery. 
 
      
 
    Hilda was a princess herself and wasn’t intimidated by the Northumbrian king or his entourage. She arranged for them to be fed and watered quickly and efficiently, refused him ale as it was the Sabbath, and had him and his men bedded down in the infirmary just over an hour after his arrival. The monastery and its outbuildings resumed their quiet slumber shortly afterwards.  
 
      
 
    I was obliged to deliver Owain’s message as soon as could be, so I went to the king’s chambers after the morning offices and breakfast. My way was barred by two tired and irritable guards. 
 
      
 
    “The king rests. He’s not to be disturbed.”  
 
      
 
    “When will he be about?” 
 
      
 
    “When it suits him. By midday if he feels like it. Later if he doesn’t. What do you want with him?” 
 
      
 
    “I have a message for him.” 
 
      
 
    “If it’s written you can give it to me. I won’t read it. If it’s from God, he’s probably got it in his dreams already.” The other guffawed. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll come back later,” I replied, and left. 
 
      
 
    The monks of Columba’s church took the Sabbath seriously: we would rest and do absolutely no work at all. There had even been heated debates as to whether we should read the Bible on the Lord’s Day: it had been decided this was acceptable, although even now there were some who grumbled that it was an indulgence. Rest and quiet contemplation was the case in normal circumstances but the Synod wasn’t normal circumstances. Colman wished to meet Hilda and discuss the likely course that the discussions would take and what inclination she expected Oswy to have, and for this my presence wasn’t necessary. I decided to go for a walk on the hills to the east of the monastery, the opposite direction from the village of Streanashalch. Cuthbert, who had become my constant shadow, prepared to follow but I dissuaded him. 
 
      
 
    “Cuthbert, don’t you think you’d be better staying here?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” he replied without emotion. 
 
      
 
    “I think Colman would like you to be with him when he sees Hilda, both you and Cedd, isn’t that so Colman?” He agreed, vigorously. 
 
      
 
    “Cuthbert, your knowledge and spirituality would be a blessing. Please stay with us.” 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what I should do,” he asked me. 
 
      
 
    “I think you should stay here with Colman and help him in his meeting with Abbess Hilda,” I replied. Without any display of either enthusiasm or reluctance Cuthbert walked the two steps to join his Abbott and stood there, loose limbed and with an unfathomable expression. Colman, Cedd and I exchanged looks: we were relying on Cuthbert’s intelligence and knowledge of the Scriptures as part of our strategy. He would need to be more alert than this if he was to be of any assistance at all. 
 
      
 
    “Go and take your walk, Anselm. See if your thoughts can add anything to our cause. We’ll send for you if we need you. But I would like to speak to you later in any case.” I nodded and went on my way.  
 
      
 
    I walked a mile or so up the next hill and looked back the way I’d come. The monastery was active, with nuns and monks clearly visible, bustling this way and that in the early sunshine on the business of the Synod, or that of the Abbess, or perhaps just looking busy in order to avoid the conscription into some task or other by their Superior. The neatly cultivated fields were empty today: even the Synod wouldn’t intrude on the Lord’s Day to that extent. I saw my three fellows emerge from their sleeping quarters and make their way over to Hilda’s office. Agilbert and Wilfrid emerged from their quarters in the convent’s infirmary and proceed to Oswy’s chambers, bestowing blessings as they went. The guards barred their entrance as they had mine and they turned away after a few moments’ fruitless argument. I smiled. There was an air of tranquillity, holiness and Peace - I could almost discern the capital P - over the establishment but how long it would continue, once the arguments started was anyone’s guess. Oswy, Colman, Cuthbert, Cedd, Agilbert, Wilfrid and Hilda: all the principal players were in place. What role I may have would become apparent in good time. 
 
      
 
    One more to come. 
 
      
 
    The thought flashed into my mind and out again, but not before I had registered it. I wondered for a moment who it would be, then continued on up the hill and away from the monastery. There was no point in trying to rush anything. 
 
      
 
    Near the top of the hill I turned and looked back again. A slow-moving train of riders was climbing into view, up from the direction of Streanashalch. There were heavily-armed outriders ahead and behind was a wheeled litter drawn by two horses that was closely guarded by four armed soldiers on foot. A fifth figure was also in close attendance, leaning frequently toward the curtained carriage and even, on occasions, bending his head into the enclosure. 
 
      
 
    Eanfleda. The Queen of Northumbria would be in attendance. It wasn’t any sort of surprise, given her famous piety and rumoured part in the generation of this congress. The fifth walker was, I could now see, wearing a clerical habit and so would probably be Romanus, her chaplain. We would meet in good time. 
 
      
 
    The top of the hill revealed a view that stretched for miles in all directions. To the west and south were the woods of Northumbria, fresh with the green of early spring under the bright sun. Westwards they stretched unbroken to the Inner Sea: where the border with British Elmet or Strathclyde was couldn’t be discerned from a bird’s eye as it flew from coast to coast. To the south, Oswy’s kingdom reached to the Wash and marched with chastened Mercia and wary Anglia. Eanfleda’s homeland was further south still. Cool and windy Northumbria must have been a shock after the warm and tranquil valleys of Kent. To the east and north was the sea over which had come the English and Saxon. 
 
      
 
    There was peace between Northumbria and Strathclyde for the moment but what was happening in the far south, on the borders of Wessex and Gwent? Or Cornwall, the rump of once-great Dumnonia? Was there blood being spilt even now by expansionist Saxons and by British in their desperate defence? Oswy had begun to allow British into his armies - for they were ferocious, if undisciplined fighters - but they were kept in lowly ranks and were barely trusted even there. Maybe it would improve in time. I gazed over the North Sea, whose surface was lightly tickled by a gentle breeze. Half way to the horizon I could see about a dozen boats making their way with determination towards the coast on which I stood, probably bringing another band of settlers to lands they had been led to believe were empty and ripe for exploitation. Those who made a living from ferrying the new arrivals had no motivation to tell their passengers about the small farmers and homesteaders who were here already, with families, children, herds and crops, trying to carve a humble living from land that wasn’t always co-operative.  
 
      
 
    I was distracted by the sound of deep buzzing. A bumble bee had emerged from a gorse flower by my knee and the sound of its flight ended as suddenly as it had started as it dived into another blossom in search of nectar, then revived and died again as it went from flower to flower. I had an irrational affection for bumble bees; they were a friendly shape and did no-one any harm. I didn’t know of anyone who had been stung by one and they efficiently fertilised the flowers and plants of the wild parts of the country - of which there were plenty still. They reminded me of a cheerful fat friar or publican, serving simple folk in their simple way. They looked as if they shouldn’t be able to fly, their wings were too small to support that big, hairy body. But obviously no-one had told them, and they went on flying anyway.  
 
      
 
    The gorse bush to my left and was being explored by a determined bunch of honey bees, probably from the monastery’s hives. I watched as they efficiently investigated every bloom on the bush in less time than the bumble bee had taken to cover a tenth of its own.  
 
      
 
    “We can learn much from observing Nature, can we not?” a voice intruded. A tall young man came striding purposefully up the path towards me. He was very close already and had approached without my noticing. My warrior’s training seemed to be atrophying through lack of use. The young man stood a good hand taller than myself, and I wasn’t small. He had a face that had turned many a female head, young and old. It had more than a trace of arrogance in it, something that could add to the attraction in many eyes in a violent and unpredictable world. He was dressed in a fine soutane with bone buttons that reached from the neck to the hem and he wore a green woven woollen cloak edged in yellow braid, fastened at the neck by a double chain of either gold or highly polished brass and set into finely worked clasps. His blonde hair was cut short and the Crown-of-Thorns tonsure was invisible from face on: nonetheless, there was no mistaking Prior Wilfrid of Ripon, even if his reputation was all that had preceded him. 
 
      
 
    “Wilfrid,” I greeted him. “What a surprise. I didn’t think you walked out so much these days.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s not be enemies today, Anselm. It is Anselm, yes? I remember you from my time as a novice. You were kind to me in my doubts and insecurity. I don’t forget,” he smiled disarmingly and offered his hand. “It really is a pleasure to see you again. May we renew our acquaintance in friendship, today at any rate. Confrontation can wait until Monday.” I took his hand and shook it briefly. I remembered - even if Wilfrid did not - how upset Colman and his predecessor Finan had been when this, their brightest star, had attacked their Rule and derided them as isolated, bumbling oafs. In his late teens he had claimed greater knowledge than men twice and even three times his age, gentle and holy men who had shown him nothing but kindness, who had answered his questions patiently for over ten years and had gone out of their way to encourage his vocation. They had even scraped together a little money to supplement that given to him by Eanfleda when it turned out to be insufficient to get him to Rome, and how had he repaid their sacrifice!   
 
      
 
    He never came back to Lindisfarne. He took the Roman tonsure in the land of the Franks and turned his back on the brethren who had nurtured him – me included. I had used my Gift to help him learn faster than would have been normally possible; something that I had come to regret. Now we met again, the one young, tall, of splendid appearance with haughty and confident bearing, the other older, shorter, wearing a patched and threadbare habit that had clearly seen better days and, probably, better wearers. My dark and greying hair fell untidily back from my shaved tonsure. An outsider would probably have assumed a master cleric and ageing, and possibly rather slow, retainer. Bright new gold to dull old brass. But I was in no way intimidated by him or deferential. I’d known Wilfrid when he had cried after being beaten, and I’d been to most of the places he’d visited on his pilgrimage before he had even seen a monastery. 
 
      
 
    “Monday?” I enquired with mock puzzlement. 
 
      
 
    “Monday,” Wilfrid replied. “You wouldn’t have us working on the Sabbath, would you?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course,” I replied, “you now keep the new Sabbath while we conform to the tradition handed down by our ancient fathers in Faith.” 
 
      
 
    We engaged then in a barbed exchange that got close to insult but never quite crossed the line.  
 
      
 
    “You’re as sharp as ever, Anselm,” he smiled, coldly, after an inconclusive discussion on predestination. “But don’t give away too much of your arguments or we shall best you in less than a day.” 
 
      
 
    “Our case is our case. What you know of us - and you know a great deal - you don’t believe.” The humming of the bees intruded into the conversation again. “Have you gained any insights as you walked the hills to this spot?” Wilfrid looked around and took a deep breath through flared nostrils. 
 
      
 
    “It is beautiful, isn’t it? Not a trace of the farmyard smells of the monastery! You may say that it is especially in the untended country that we’re aware of the Lord’s work but,” he turned his attention back to our immediate vicinity, “consider those bees - and their rustic cousin over there” - he indicated the bumble bee, still scouring the bushes for the tiny drops of nectar which it would take back to its underground hive.  
 
      
 
    “Look at the honeybee: see how efficient it is, how organised. They fly from the hive in groups, find blossom and quickly take the nectar back. Then they go out again, and again, and again, to different areas: they are so well marshalled and businesslike. Each creature has a task, knows it well and performs it perfectly, from the queen discharging her duty to be fruitful and multiply to the lowly door wardens who flap their wings all day to keep the hive cool. Once the gatherers have visited a bush or a patch of flowers they won’t come back for a couple of days at least, not until there’s new growth. They produce honey by the pound for us and we, in our turn, care for them. What an example to us all of energy, organisation, co-operation and success! 
 
      
 
    “In contrast, regard the solitary bumblebee. It hops from blossom to blossom with no plan - look at it - and revisits blooms that it has already explored for nectar. It doesn’t learn that if it isn’t there now, it still won’t be in five minutes. What it gets, it takes away and hides underground: we get nothing from it. It is a waste. Which do you think is better at reaping the harvest?” Wilfrid smiled confidently, supercilious and patronising in his cloister and city-bred superiority. 
 
      
 
    “They both have their part. Look -” but he cut across me. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t prevaricate, Anselm,” he said impatiently but still with that infuriating smile on his face. “Which is better? Which fulfils His Plan more efficiently? Surely it’s a simple enough question?” 
 
      
 
    “Things are rarely that simple. You don’t look far enough, Wilfrid. Come with me over the crest of this hill. Come on, it’s not very far.” Wilfrid sighed, but followed. The further side of the hill faced south-east and presented a different landscape, without the monastery, its farms and their neatly-tended fields. The hill was a riot of gorse, heather and wild flowers, all in bloom - more so than the nearer side had been. There was an insistent buzzing in the air, which came from a group of bumblebees investigating the wild choice of yellow, purple, blue and red blossom. There was no sign of any honeybees, despite the rich harvest the slope offered.  
 
      
 
    “What?” demanded Wilfrid. 
 
      
 
    “Look. Just a few short steps, and your picture has changed completely. Look at that bush, and that one, and that one. See. There are plenty of bumblebees here, but none of your efficient and organised honeybees. They can’t see over the top of the hill and they don’t investigate it. See what they’re missing.” 
 
      
 
    “They take the nectar and hide it underground. It’s useless.” 
 
      
 
    “No it isn’t. They help these flowers and plants to grow and flourish, even here, away from man. They help to nurture the land. It’s too far for your honeybees. And,” I continued, “they’re too delicate. The wind would blow them away - it probably has already taken off some more adventurous ones. They need keepers to survive. Turn them loose in this wilderness and they would soon perish. The bumblebee, though; it gets on and multiplies.” I stopped and turned to retrace our steps. “There are many areas that you and your people steer clear of, Wilfrid, we both know it. We go anywhere, even into the heart of darkness. Look and see for yourself, and remember Augustine of Canterbury. He came to these islands expecting to find a land without the word of God, and found instead a vibrant and lively Church that had been flourishing for centuries. We keep turning up in the most unexpected places.” 
 
      
 
    At that moment a solitary fat bee buzzed over the hill and past us, its legs bulging with nectar and its fur dusty with pollen. Wilfrid waved an irritable hand but it swung away from him, surprisingly agile for one so plump and laden.  
 
      
 
    “You don’t have to control everything, Wilfrid. Some things can get on just fine on their own.” We walked in silence for a while, back towards the monastery. 
 
      
 
    “The cities and towns are growing.” Wilfrid’s tone was just short of petulant. “They will spread. Civilisation is returning and with it: order. Your freewheeling, undisciplined days are numbered, Anselm. Any future you and your brothers have is only within the Roman rule and discipline. Your Church will fade away and be forgotten. The ultimate triumph will be ours, because you are so weak, so kind and forgiving. But your kindness is cruel, because it leaves the people in darkness, outside salvation.” 
 
      
 
    “We look around and see beauty and goodness. You see darkness and Sin, a burden which no human can avoid because, you say, it’s at the core of our being, the act of creation itself! So you take power over everything, even the most intimate of moments, and fill it with guilt. You fill them with despair and take to yourself the power of forgiveness and administering of God’s grace. What presumption!”  
 
      
 
    “And you would let the people be crushed into the power of Hell by your softness! You accuse me of arrogance? You say you care for the people but you leave them to stumble and fall, you don’t put a hand out to save them! We are all born with the weight of Adam’s Sin. Only through the grace of God and guided by the Church can we be saved.” 
 
      
 
    “Bright silk vestments and gold a-plenty are not the redeeming sacrifice of the bleeding, broken body of the man on the Cross, who did it of his own volition.” 
 
      
 
    “You really believe that man is born good? Look around you! Do you see good in the world, bursting out of everybody? Can you?” 
 
      
 
    “Do you see evil everywhere you look? Is it evil that looks back at you from the mirror in the morning? Yes, there is evil in the world, great evil,” I paused, thinking of what I had encountered at the glade above Dumbarton, in the Ballaugh and back in Innisgarbh, as well as other places along the way. “But it is a choice that we make and we all have the power to make it, freely. We ourselves choose whether to do good or ill. There is great good as well, even among the heathens. Don’t they love their children? Don’t they take care of their old and sick? Don’t even they give help and aid to the poor?” 
 
      
 
    “Don’t anger me too much, Columbine,” he responded, his voice quivering with anger. On his lips, ‘Columbine’ was a deliberate insult. “It will be the worse for you when we win. You are deep in sin and heresy. For now, the hand of forgiveness is offered to you. Take it, or next time it may come carrying a sword.” 
 
      
 
    Further argument could wait for the Synod. I started to draw away from the proud Englishman. 
 
      
 
    “I’ll tarry here a while. I like the serenity of this area. Will you stay or return?” Wilfrid turned and began to stride back towards Whitby. 
 
      
 
    “I will return to the monastery. I have business with King Oswy and his Queen, when she arrives.” 
 
      
 
    “She has arrived.” 
 
      
 
    “What’s this? Your famous Sight?” Wilfrid snapped. 
 
      
 
    “No. I saw her train approaching a short time before you joined me.” 
 
      
 
    “What? Why didn’t you tell me? I must attend her! She will wonder where I am!” and with that he left, running down the hill in a most undignified fashion. 
 
      
 
    “You never asked,” I said to his retreating back. I let him get well ahead and then started back to the monastery myself. I, too, had business with King Oswy and it should be attended to. The thought of the warrior-king dampened my mood a little but didn’t darken it: it was much too nice a day for that. But just then a cloud crossed the sun and I shivered in the sudden gloom. But it, too would pass in time. I would not be downhearted. 
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    Oswy 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Oswy, King of Northumbria, had unified the two kingdoms of Bernicia and Deira under his rule after the death of his brother. His succession was by no means inevitable, for these were violent times and a student or weakling would not have been tolerated. Oswy had proved himself to those who mattered - his thanes and fighting-men - by years of skilful leadership, fearless fighting, heavy drinking and lusty bedding. He’d mourned his brother genuinely but had taken to the throne eagerly. That eagerness in the early months of his reign had nearly led to disaster at the hands of the rival kingdom of Mercia, under its long-serving, cunning and savage King Penda. Oswy suffered a series of heavy defeats and he had nearly been driven into the hills of Lothian. Bamburgh itself, his brother’s impregnable castle, was under siege for months.  
 
      
 
    Those times had taught him greater caution thereafter. He never attacked unless he was sure of victory. He was never sure of victory until he had the advantage in both ground and numbers. He would harry and hound mercilessly until those advantages were gained.  
 
      
 
    Against all apparent odds he had broken the Mercian kingdom, which had dominated the country for decades. I knew well what had happened; I had been there, at the Winwaed, when the Mercian army tore itself apart. I had been the unwitting means of its destruction; I had, completely unaware, brought an Apple of Discord in the form of a treasure box, right into the heart of the Mercian camp. I had come in answer to a summons to join the Mercian army when I was hundreds of miles away, across the Narrow Sea and in the foothills of the Alps. The treasure box was one I had taken from the Frankish boy-king Clovis, when he had rewarded me for my service to him by sending a trio of assassins to kill me.  
 
      
 
    The Apple of Discord set the Mercian alliance against itself, as each faction strove to possess it. King Penda, a figure of fear for decades, was beaten to his knees and decapitated right in front of me. As for me, I had faced a terrible foe in the Otherworld, one who had nearly beaten me; I escaped at the cost of shattered sanity. Before the disaster I had seen Oswy’s army approaching, and a second, secret force, working to outflank us. He had had supernatural help on that day, although I don’t know that he had been aware of it – not the force I battled, which was unimaginably evil and used human sacrifice as its source of Power. Whatever his faults, Oswy was not wedded to the Darkness. It was reported that had a vision of the Cross the night before the anticipated battle. He had promised that he would give a child to Christ and establish a dozen monasteries in his kingdom, if he won the day. After the collapse of Mercia – achieved without a blow being struck by the Northumbrian forces – he kept his promises. He treated the monks of Lindisfarne with respect and generosity, attended church most Saturdays, and he had even been known to pray, openly and in public.  
 
      
 
    Some of his court and followers retained his people’s old superstitions, however. Quite a few belt-purses held totems of Wodin and Nike, the goddess of victory, as well as other fetishes. Oswy was as committed a Christian as any of his nature could be, seeking victories and power from a God who had proved He could deliver, to a warrior’s satisfaction. 
 
      
 
    However, Oswy cursed the day when he had agreed that marriage to a Mercian princess, brought up in Kent, would cement the three kingdoms in alliance. His greatest love, more a wife than a concubine, had died in the late stages of pregnancy but not before she had delivered him two sons. She had been as lusty as he, delighting in the feats of arms that made him King and in the passion of their lovemaking. He missed her, all the more so now that he was landed with the cold fish from Canterbury who now stood before him. There would be no children from this union until he could, at the very least, get into the same bed at the same time as she. 
 
      
 
    “I thank you, my Lord, for your concern. I had an untroubled but tiring journey. I would rest and refresh myself, with your leave,” Eanfleda said, with eyes downcast. 
 
      
 
    “Are your quarters prepared already?” Oswy demanded. 
 
      
 
    “I sent ahead and asked my sister Hilda to prepare chambers for me in the convent.” Her husband bridled and a snarl started to distort his handsome face. 
 
      
 
    “In the nunnery!” he sneered quietly. “It would of course be too much to expect the Queen to bed down with the king, near the kingdom’s warriors, who protect and defend her, who provide her with the victories that give the lands she so willingly disposes of. And Romanus? Is he catered for?” 
 
      
 
    “He is.” 
 
      
 
    “And where are his quarters? Curled up at the foot of your bed like a lapdog?” 
 
      
 
    “I am sure the arrangements will be humble but suitable,” Eanfleda’s chaplain replied obsequiously. 
 
      
 
    “Romanus, I despise you. Don’t remind me how much by speaking without being spoken to.” Oswy stood and paced the width of his room. Normally it would accommodate a dozen monks but had been set aside for the King. It was temporary and already sealed against the weather, so he hadn’t bothered to adorn it with his wallhangings or fabrics. It presented a stark and businesslike air. 
 
      
 
    “May we have your leave, my Lord?” the Queen asked. Oswy paused and sighed. He stretched his back before replying. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, go on, you have my leave to do what you will. This matter will be resolved in the next few days and then, with any luck, we can try to be nice to each other.” 
 
      
 
    “As my Lord commands,” she replied, curtsied and then left swiftly with her women and chaplain in tow. She was almost running before she reached the door. He had toyed with the idea of keeping her longer as he rather liked the look of one of her companion ladies but she would only have made him cross and there was still work to do, even today, in this place. 
 
      
 
    His attention was drawn to a quiet disturbance at the door. 
 
      
 
    “What is it now?” he called out, irritably.  
 
      
 
    “A monk, my Lord. He says he has a message for you but he won’t give it to me.” 
 
      
 
    “Why not?” 
 
      
 
    “Claims he’s under orders to deliver it to you personally.” He slouched down onto his chair and leaned on the table, propping his head on his fist. 
 
      
 
    “Let him in,” he said resignedly. The guards stood aside and allowed in a monk, one of the community from Lindisfarne, by the look of his threadbare habit with its incomplete set of buttons. They made almost an obsession of poverty and self-denial, he thought to himself. The monk was about his own age, quite tall for a Briton, with grey beginning to lighten the long dark hair that fell back off his head to his shoulders. He didn’t recognise him but noted that he came to a halt a respectful spear’s length away, bowed and stood straight, waiting to be addressed. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know you: you’re not from Lindisfarne, are you?” 
 
      
 
    “No, my Lord. I have come from Iona.” 
 
      
 
    “And what is this message you have to deliver to me personally?” I considered the Northumbrian king, and those in the chamber. There were guards either side of the throne, a couple of thanes lounging at a trestle table to his left, an older man in everyday clothes to the right and two younger men either side of the throne but further back, and in shadow. Sufficient of their features and bearing could be made out to see that these last looked enough like Oswy to be his sons. 
 
      
 
    “My Lord, I was asked to deliver it to you in private, if at all possible.” I said. Oswy adjusted his position with a heavy sigh. 
 
      
 
    “Who is it from?” 
 
      
 
    “I passed through other kingdoms on my way here, sir,” I replied, and hoped that was enough. Oswy looked at me with more interest. 
 
      
 
    “Search him,” he ordered, and two guards did so. It took only a moment to ascertain that I had no weapon on me. Oswy stood up and turned towards a door set into the back wall. “Come on.” he said. As I followed my eyes were drawn to the younger of the two boys and 
 
      
 
    I saw a wolf imprisoned, a black wolf writhing and snarling, baring its fangs and snapping at the bars of its cage. Overlaid was the face and skin of the prince, but the true nature was the black wolf. 
 
      
 
    I staggered and almost fell. My eyes were on the near-grown boy and they pretty much started out of their sockets. 
 
      
 
    “What are you looking at?” he demanded angrily. Oswy turned. 
 
      
 
    “Your pardon,” I replied as I steadied myself. “Your pardon please my Lord. I have an affliction which takes me without warning. I hope I didn’t cause you distress?” The young man snorted and looked away, idly chewing a thumbnail. 
 
      
 
    “Is there a problem here? Are you unwell?” the King asked. 
 
      
 
    “No sir, it was nothing - a momentary spasm. I apologise. If I may just have a draft of my medicine, because these episodes are frequently accompanied by headache...” I rummaged through my bag and attracted the attention of more in the hall, some hands went to swords and then relaxed as I produced my bottle and took a small draught against the emergent pain. “All will be well. I’m fine, now.” We continued into the rear chamber. 
 
      
 
    The door was closed and Oswy sat on a bench by the window of the inner room with one foot up, resting his forearm on his knee. His blond braided hair was untouched by grey and fell to his shoulders. He wore a gold circlet at his brow, a leather sleeveless jacket over a white linen shirt, brown leggings and shoes whose laces were crisscrossed over his calves in typical English style. Even seated, he had a powerful presence. He stood over six feet tall and his frame was broad, lean and well-muscled. If his younger son was a wolf then this one was a lion, regal, confident, massive. The eyes that regarded me from the bearded face were clear grey-blue and unblinking but I returned the look for a few seconds of silence before respectfully dropping my own. We had been followed into the room by the civilian, possibly  a scribe - although he walked with a limp and breathed heavily, so more likely he was a trusted officer, invalided out of the army. I felt the nature of a maimed bear. 
 
      
 
    “Who are you, master monk, and where have you been?” I half-looked towards the third person in the room. “Godwin stays. Don’t make me repeat my question.” I bowed briefly. 
 
      
 
    “My name is Anselm, I am from the community of Iona and I’ve been to Dumbarton. I have a message for you from King Owain.” I pulled the parchment from my bag and handed it over. Oswy examined the stained exterior and looked at me. “A problem with the tide at Lindisfarne. My own fault, I was in too much of a rush to get to the island. My bag protected it from serious harm.” Oswy nodded as if the explanation was familiar, opened the letter and read it and then handed it over to Godwin. The adviser finished, turned the page over to see if there was more and looked quizzically at his King. Oswy linked hand and wrist casually. 
 
      
 
    “I am always pleased to receive a fellow monarch’s good wishes, especially when it’s couched in such sweet language. And even if the author is a jumped-up warmongering whelp who will have his hide tanned by me personally when we defeat him. Him and his brother both. He has enough sense not to come within reach of my sword arm though, I’ll give him that. Why was it necessary to put it into my hands alone?” 
 
      
 
    “Sir, the letter is really only to establish that I am charged with delivering Owain’s personal message to you.” Oswy nodded. Get to the point. “He has more to convey, which is so secret that it was not committed to writing. He is concerned at the possible influence that outside forces may exert over some kingdoms and offers an alliance if these forces try to push their power too far, to your mutual detriment.” The King swung his legs off the bench and sat straight up, very attentive now. 
 
      
 
    “An alliance! Owain proposes an alliance?” his voice rose to something approaching an astonished squeak. “He knows I’ll have his head the next time I see him: we’re lifelong enemies, him and his uncle before him. Is he mad?” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir,” I said, and fell silent.  
 
      
 
    “An alliance against who?” 
 
      
 
    “Outside forces in general and the Roman Church in particular. He is concerned at its secular influence.” I let it rest there and let the English King think the matter through himself. He did so, walking slowly up and down the chamber, now stroking his beard with one hand, now folding his arms.  
 
      
 
    Oswy understood Owain’s meaning. The Romans were very keen on power and influence - witness the hold they had over Eanfleda - and the way they ruled the lands around their monasteries angered him: they seemed to regard them as private fiefdoms. In his own Kingdom, his own Queen had handed over most of the land the priories and monasteries now had! Without her, he thought (and not for the first time), things would be a lot more straightforward. He preferred the Irish Church; they mostly kept to their monasteries and their duties with the people, didn’t seek to interfere with his running of his affairs and could even be prevailed upon to bless the odd army here and there. They would come and tell him off for his womanising and expansionism from time to time but that never bothered him. The Romans, by contrast, wanted their people at his ear, whispering like a lover all the time. They were eager to get involved with the fray, they held Masses before battles and some of their younger and more inflamed actually fought: but Owain was right, their motives were suspect. But ally with Strathclyde? Join with his most implacable foes? Make common cause with the one kingdom that defied him - and had the power to back up that defiance? It was unthinkable! 
 
      
 
    He paused. 
 
      
 
    Actually, he considered, it had its attractions. The two greatest kingdoms on the island, side by side, together in harness -  
 
      
 
    They could carve the whole island up between the two of them - Strathclyde to the north and west, Northumbria to the south and east. Then they could even consider taking on the Franks. Or the Jutes. Or anyone, even the tattered remnants of the Roman Empire itself. Could it be done?  Could it be?  
 
      
 
    And then, when all common enemies had been vanquished, could he not turn against them in the moment of triumph and have all for himself? 
 
      
 
    “What sort of alliance does Owain propose?” 
 
      
 
    “A defensive one, sir.” Oh. Maybe Strathclyde wouldn’t be so keen on taking on the Empire, then. That still left Britain. Yes, quite possibly. He looked at Godwin and smiled. The smile was returned hesitantly, but wolfishly. His adviser could see the possibilities, too. He turned to me again. 
 
      
 
    “Your few brief words have given us much food for thought. Thank you Magister. You may leave us, we have a lot to discuss - but be ready to come and talk to me again. Keep this secret, as I’m sure you have done up till now. No-one must know of the proposal. Do I make myself clear?” 
 
      
 
    “Aye, sir,” I said, and bowed and left the chamber.  
 
      
 
    I couldn’t resist eavesdropping. While I walked through the main chamber and out into the yard I left my spirit in the room, hovering above the two men. I wanted to know whether Strathclyde could trust Northumbria’s answer, whatever it turned out to be. 
 
      
 
    “What do you think of that?” I heard Oswy gasp, as the door closed. Godwin snorted and shook his head. “There are possibilities - “ 
 
      
 
    “Great ones,” Godwin smiled the wolfish smile again. 
 
      
 
    “And pitfalls?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes. There are always pitfalls.” 
 
      
 
    “But what we could do - “ 
 
      
 
    “What we could achieve!” 
 
      
 
    I left the building and sat on a bench just round the corner from the door. I could do two things at once – walk and send my spirit out to watch, unseen – but it was difficult and often gave me a headache. Not least, from walking into walls and doors to which I wasn’t paying enough attention. I was in time to see Oswy throw his head back, laugh out loud and slap his adviser on the back. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Godwin! Would you be alive any other day? Such a time we can have!” Godwin laughed in return, then Oswy’s face fell and he was thoughtful again. “Damn!” 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “I forgot to ask that monk – what was his name?“ 
 
      
 
    “Aldhelm? Alban?” 
 
      
 
    “Anselm. I forgot to ask Anselm what the hell he said to Owain to get him to even consider an alliance. No matter. We must think long and hard on this before we speak to him again.” Godwin nodded agreement. “And there are real problems. The Druids still hold sway in Strathclyde. Even the Irish monks may draw the line at an alliance with a pagan kingdom.” 
 
      
 
    “But it was a monk that brought the message, so it’s not insurmountable, surely? We’ve made converts by force of arms before and if Owain is as intelligent as he seems then he’ll probably see the advantage in realignment.” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. Yes, it may not be such a big problem: maybe he’s right for conversion. Think of it!” he continued. “We could bring a whole kingdom to Christ without spilling a drop of blood! Think what honour that would bring us, when we march full-armoured into the presence of the God of Victories in His halls of judgement! How heavily would those thousands and thousands of souls weigh on our side of the balance! Surely a place of honour would be ours if we could achieve it!” 
 
      
 
    “Your name would be honoured and revered above as here on Earth. They would raise churches and shrines in your memory. But,” Godwin raised a point that steadied the heady images, “do we know that Owain is truly ready to convert? Or is this just a tactic?” 
 
      
 
    “Right,” Oswy nodded, “it must be sorted out before we march together. Anyway, we won’t decide today: let’s think about it for a night or so. Let the idea settle in and either we send back agreement or nothing doing. Until we’ve decided, we say nothing to anyone.” 
 
      
 
    “And your sons, what of them?” Oswy paused before answering. 
 
      
 
    “Aldfrid is something of a chatterer, especially when he’s in his cups. His woman is worse and he hasn't learned to keep anything from her. Ecgfrid is too hot-headed. Time may cool his blood but he’s not ready yet. You saw how the monk reacted when he first set eyes on him?” Godwin nodded. “They can be fey, these outlanders, and there’s something in the boy that worried him - frightened him in fact, and I get the impression he can handle himself if need be. He held my gaze longer than most and cast his eyes down because he had decided to out of respect, not because he had to out of fear.  
 
      
 
    “No, we’ll leave the lads out of it for the moment. We’ll explain everything to them if it becomes necessary. And we’ll say nothing to the monk until we’ve decided. Agreed?” Again, Godwin assented. The relationship between them was becoming clear. He was officially the King’s counsellor but most of the time he was a sounding-board for Oswy’s thoughts, and quite content with that role. His King took his own decisions, which meant that his head was safer than most in his position. As they returned to the main chamber Oswy quietly asked Godwin why the Irishman had a Frankish name. Godwin shrugged. He hadn’t given it any thought. 
 
    
Owain’s offer was being seriously considered. That was all I needed for the moment 
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    The Sisters 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Hilda waited in her audience chamber for her sister, who had sent word that she wished to speak to her alone. The room was a little larger than most in the convent but not by much. She preferred to hold audience in the open air; her mind was clearer without walls to confuse and restrict her thoughts but she had been specifically asked for a private - for which read secret - meeting. 
 
      
 
    “Come in,” she said in answer to the respectful knock at the door. A nun entered. 
 
      
 
    “Queen Eanfleda asks for you, Abbess,” she said. 
 
      
 
    “Show her in, and then leave us. Go outside the outer office and make sure no-one comes nearer than the far door.” The nun nodded and stood aside for the royal visitor. Then she made the briefest of bows and departed. Hilda waited until she heard the further door close before speaking. The Queen of the most powerful kingdom in Britain, whose husband’s name alone engendered fear from the northern seas to the Kentish coast, stood before her as a trembling girl at the end of her tether. 
 
      
 
    “Sit down, Fleda,” she indicated a chair, “and tell me all about it.” As if I have to ask, she thought to herself, but her tone was gentle. 
 
      
 
    The younger woman was dressed in dark and heavy clothes, despite the warm spring sunshine. Her veil was of thick dark wool and was held tightly at her temples by a fine gold circlet. It was also pinned and gripped to her hair - not one strand of which had managed to escape - and her brown dress. Over her dress was a full apron of sombre green and her linen rose all the way to her chin, gathered and tied stiffly, with several safety knots more than was necessary. She looked more like a nun than Hilda herself but even a full suit of armour, complete with closed visor, wouldn’t give her the protection she craved. The laughing young girl who had played happily in the warm southern sun, who had squealed with delight when her older sister had swung her around and around in the meadows outside the castle, was locked away deep within the unhappy woman who sat before her, who now put her head in her hands and wept uncontrollably for several minutes. Hilda passed a linen kerchief to soak up the tears. Many in her flock would have been surprised to see their stern Abbess display such compassion, but several also knew how kind she could be to those in real need of comfort.  
 
      
 
    Eanfleda blew her nose at an unregal volume and tried to begin. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, Hilda,” she started and then broke into sobs again. They lasted less time and a few deep breaths enabled her to continue, so long as she didn’t look at her sister’s face. “It’s all so horrible. He wants me to...and I can’t...I’ve been able to refuse him because of his Irish worship...but after the Synod we’ll be in one church...then he says...” her voice died out, she could only mouth the words “I can’t. I can’t.” She looked into her sister’s eyes and saw such kindness, such compassion and such care that she burst into tears again.  
 
      
 
    Hilda waited for as long as it took. 
 
      
 
    “You can’t imagine - his breath on my cheek, the smell! He smells of bogs and horses - his dirty hands and that - that - thing - between his legs. You can see it from across a field. He shows it off, wants everyone to see it. Every time I see him, he looks at my body, not at my face. His eyes are like leeches, I can feel them, they run down every inch - my flesh crawls, it crawls. He revolts me! I can’t stand it!” She blew her nose again. “Oh, you wouldn’t understand, you can’t understand. You don’t need to think about men and their disgusting urges.” She stopped and gazed at the wall. A shudder ran through her. 
 
      
 
    “I seem to recall that you thought you would have the best of it when I entered the convent: I would have to wear grey all my life and you would be a queen, dressed in pretty silks and bright colours, with your ladies skipping after you, servants to do your bidding, and a fine king you could wave off to war. Am I mistaken, or was that what you said?” 
 
      
 
    “Please, Hilda, don’t be cruel. Not today.” 
 
      
 
    “When have I ever been cruel?” Eanfleda remained silent. “Certainly not so cruel as to tease a young woman, uncertain about where she was going, by waving her goodbye with a grey kerchief and then running off giggling to the meadows with her friends.” The Queen of Northumbria looked up at her sister, the Abbess of Whitby. 
 
      
 
    “Were you so unsure? Was I really so cruel?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and yes. But don’t worry,” she waved away her sister’s half-formed apology, “I have no doubts now. Either about my vocation or about who got the better part. Even if you had been blissfully happy with Oswy I would still have counted myself the more fortunate.” 
 
      
 
    At the mention of her husband’s name she started to weep again. 
 
      
 
    “He’s such a brute! If only he could be - be different.” 
 
      
 
    “Be someone else?” Eanfleda nodded absently. “Be someone like, like...let me see now,” she drew the moment out, “like Wilfrid, perhaps? So magnificent, so powerful. A rising star in the Church, well-placed, unfailingly courteous, worthy of the favour and gifts of a powerful young queen. Or perhaps like Cuthbert before him, kind and patient, and so holy you can almost see his halo. Like them perhaps?”  
 
      
 
    “How can you say such things? How can you?” Eanfleda looked into her sister’s face and saw her sterner side. She burst into tears again. Hilda passed another kerchief from the pile she kept in her drawer and pressed the point, without visible mercy but with much compassion inside her severe exterior. 
 
      
 
    “You must face the truth, Fleda. It’s true, isn’t it?” The queen kept her head down, sobbing quietly. “If you were to have any man’s hand on you then it should be someone very special, so holy, so noble, one destined for canonisation, someone who would cherish and care for you, someone worthy of fathering a messiah on you, yes?” Eanfleda’s eyes blazed as she stood and opened her mouth to spit defiance and rebuttal. Hilda held up her hand and pressed on. “You have thought of it, I know you have. You must face this truth about yourself, Fleda. You have imagined how the hands of a demigod might feel on your skin. It’s been ecstasy to think of it, hasn’t it? Hasn’t it?” she demanded. Her sister said nothing, but sat down and looked at the wall again. “It is true,” Hilda continued, “we both know it is. What was it turned you against Cuthbert?” 
 
      
 
    “I caught him looking at me That Way. He’s not so holy as he pretends. He wanted to - to possess me. He’s just another disgusting man and I’ll show everyone what he’s really like, one day.” Hilda sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Cuthbert wrestles with demons every day of his life. Yes, he is just a man. But he’s a remarkable man. He is a normal man and yet, when a pretty and ingratiating young woman threw herself at him, with smiles and favours, he didn’t take her to the nearest haystack, no - he overcame his nature. And dedicated his torment to God, even though you nearly drove him mad with your little-woman smiles and coquettish ways. Yes, he is a remarkable man. And, when he looked at you as any man would who had been subjected to your behaviour, you retreated and turned your attention to the handsome Wilfrid, showering gifts and money and praise on him. I take it he’s never looked at you That Way (as you say) or he would have been dropped, as well, wouldn’t he?” 
 
      
 
    “He never would. Wilfrid is altogether more worthy.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll leave Wilfrid’s worth to God, I think. Don’t you see what you have done, and are doing?” the younger woman looked up at her sister in puzzlement. “Wilfrid, Cuthbert before him, and I don’t know who before that, while I was already in the convent and saw nothing. All of them - ALL of them - are men who don’t threaten you in any way. They won’t thrust and penetrate, breathe hot passion on your face or press your breasts so hard you could scream, will they? They are unattainable, saints and holy men, something you can’t have so you are safe to dream about them and get a distorted, twisted, empty fulfilment that way. The moment any man reveals himself as normal, with normal desires you have brought out, you run away, don’t you?” Eanfleda was still. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me, Fleda - and it’s important that you answer this question - have you ever craved the physical comfort of another woman? Since you’ve grown, I mean?” Eanfleda looked revolted at the very suggestion. 
 
      
 
    “Good God, Hilda, no! The very thought of it! Ugh, no! How could you think such a thing of me?” 
 
      
 
    “I apologise. I was asking in order to get to the heart of your problem. We haven’t confided in each other for many years.” They sat in silence for a few moments then Hilda asked quietly: “And Romanus? What about him?”  Eanfleda shook her head vigorously. Definitely not him, then. She was, for a moment, almost comically relieved. Cuthbert, she could understand, Wilfrid definitely so, but that creeping chaplain - she shuddered. Did he conceal inappropriate feelings?... She felt that, if he was interested in physical relationships at all, it would not be with a woman.  
 
      
 
    They sat in silence again for a few moments until the Queen spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Can you help me? Please?” 
 
      
 
    “If I can. How?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I don’t know. I don’t know. I need help in dealing with Oswy.” In dealing with herself, Hilda thought, but once more she kept her thoughts to herself. 
 
      
 
    “Well,” she started slowly, “I have tried to help already, by talking with you and trying to help you see what your problem is. And it is a problem. Northumbria and Mercia expect an heir. You can’t give them one in your state.” Her sister had twitched at the mention of an heir with its implication of the congress necessary for pregnancy. “I shall pray for you, of course - but you must decide what route you wish to follow. If you are prepared to bear an heir, then I’m sure we can find someone who knows of some potion or other that will enable you to go through the motions without torment or memory of it. The country people hereabouts talk of such things from time to time but Northumbria is now Christian, all the Druids and shamen are in hiding or dead. But the monks from Lindisfarne or Iona may be able to help. They travel to the wildest parts of Britain, evangelising and seeking converts, and some were Druids themselves before they were monks. I’ll ask if you wish. The alternative,” she continued, “is to consider taking the veil yourself. I think Oswy will hold you to whatever bargain you have made, whichever way the Synod turns out, and a convent may be your only protection if you truly can’t go through with it. What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know,” she said simply. All her tears had been shed, she was completely drained. “I don’t know what to do. I’m a Christian, and I don’t want to call on pagan help - but I may have to. I’m not sure that I want to lock myself in a nunnery. I wouldn’t dare go out, ever, in case Oswy was waiting for me - and he would be waiting for me, if he wasn’t banging on the door trying to get in. I don’t know. What do you think?” 
 
      
 
    “It is not for me to decide for you, Fleda, my little sister. God allows us to be tempted from time to time so that we may glorify Him when we overcome. He may want you for a nun, but it may just seem to be the easier alternative for you. He may want you to be the mother of a line of Kings that will stretch centuries into the future. I don’t know. You must make up your own mind.” 
 
      
 
    “But I’ve come to you for guidance. I want to know what to do! Please tell me what to do? Please?” So saying, she knelt before Hilda and put her hands in her lap. The Abbess put her own over them. 
 
      
 
    “I know that’s the Roman way, but it isn’t ours. You must make up your own mind. I know it’s hard for you and all ways seem wrong. But maybe God will help you see the way if you ask Him. But remember,” she admonished, “Our Lord suffered grievously before being hung on the Cross. God’s Will is sometimes hard to bear, but we can look to Christ for our example: He was Man as well as God, and He did His father’s will. Can you not do the same? You’re not being asked to suffer real torture, to have your skin whipped off your back and lay down your life, are you?” Eanfleda smiled a little through her distress and shook her head. “Even if it feels that you may have to do something you would hate. Let us pray for your comfort and guidance.” 
 
      
 
    Hilda stood to pray in the Celtic manner, Eanfleda knelt as the Romans had taught her. They offered common prayers and blessings for the strength to see their troubles through. Then Hilda dismissed her sister. 
 
      
 
    “Go on, away with you. I have a great deal to do to accommodate what your troubles have brought upon us,” her words were stern but her smile softened them. Eanfleda stood and made to go out of the door then, on an impulse, she turned back, embraced her sister quickly and kissed her on the cheek. The Abbess stepped back and smiled in surprise, but had no chance to say any more before her sister left. 
 
      
 
    There came another knock on the door and her attendant nun entered when invited. 
 
      
 
    “Abbess, there are three monks here who would speak with you.” There will be little rest this Sabbath, she thought, and she asked God to understand.  
 
      
 
    “Show them in,” she said, and stood to receive Colman, Cedd and Cuthbert, who had waited patiently for nearly two hours until their hostess was available to receive them. 
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    The Chapel of Love 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I intended to spend the rest of the day in quiet contemplation, maybe reading from the Bible or our prayer book, as the inclination took me. I visited the chapel for an hour or so. I loved its cool tranquillity. The Sabbath was always a day I looked forward to; there would be minimal demands on my time and I was free to follow the path that had attracted me to monasticism in the first place. On this day, however, the noise and bustle of activity and chatter didn’t pause from one moment to the next. There was much work to be done in the monastery itself, which I understood; the Synod was placing strains on their resources - but most of the noise came from the Romans, for whom this was an ordinary day. More were arriving by the moment and greetings were being exchanged, loudly and at length. Orders were shouted across the yard and, seemingly, from one end of the monastery to the other. From the door - even on the verge of God’s House itself - came the yell: 
 
      
 
    “Hey, Aeldwin! Come and see this chapel! It’s like a barn!” delivered in an accent that distinguished the owner as originating from Kent, possibly Canterbury itself. Two or three excited young novices burst in and looked around, chattering away with, it had to be said, a patronising and superior air that I found intolerable. 
 
      
 
    “It may be rustic to your eyes but it is still the House of God, a place for quiet prayer and contemplation,” I said from the wall where I was standing. The three spun round this way and that, not sure from where in the gloom the voice had come. Their faces showed alarm and I stepped forward to show myself. Their expressions changed to astonishment and then relaxed as they took in the Celtic shaved forehead, my wild hair and shabby habit. Their own cassocks were travel-stained but obviously new and well-tailored. 
 
      
 
    “Ah! It is one of our Irish cousins in faith! We have been told to show you all respect, sir,” one of them said, and he executed a bow which reeked of insolence. His accent was educated: likely a younger son of the Kentish nobility. I was less than amused and I held the eyes of first one, then the next, then the third in turn until - quite quickly, for I still had power in my gaze that I’d learned with the Druids - they looked away. 
 
      
 
    “As I said, this is God’s House, a place for prayer and contemplation. You should show respect to Our Lord, if not to me - and you should also respect your hosts, whose place this is. Today is our Sabbath. If you would have us treat you with consideration tomorrow, then extend the same courtesy to us today.” 
 
      
 
    No reply came. One of them looked sidelong to his fellows with a barely contained smirk and I stepped quickly across to him. I pulled his head up by his chin and kept it there while I held his eyes with mine, locked them in and poured a slightly larger dose of my Power across the short distance between us. I didn’t say a word and would not release him, I wouldn’t let him blink or look away, until the lad was shivering from head to foot and likely to collapse at my feet. Then I let him go. He staggered back a couple of steps and looked up with fear, almost in tears. 
 
      
 
    “I repeat, and for the last time I hope, this is God’s House. Treat it and Him with respect. Do you understand?” The three of them nodded nervously and then made for the door. “What about a penance?” I called after them, but they neither paused nor looked back. 
 
      
 
    I returned to my place in the shadows and tried to resume my quiet prayer, but it was no good, the mood had gone and the noise from outside overwhelmed me. I was angry at the three boys but also at myself. Once again, when faced with a problem I had resorted to my old skills. It as lazy and, in the present Roman company, potentially incendiary.  
 
      
 
    I couldn’t concentrate so I took a deep breath to steady myself and offered a heartfelt prayer of apology. Then I left the chapel, intending to walk a while outside the walls of the monastery. As I made my way, head down and fighting my temper, I was accosted by a shout. 
 
      
 
    “Hold up, there!” a priest of about my own age, dressed in the Roman style and with the short hair they sported around their crown tonsures, was approaching at a swift walk. “Hold, one moment,” he panted as he came up. “I would like a word with you.” 
 
      
 
    “How can I help you?” 
 
      
 
    “You offered violence to three of my novices, and in the chapel of all places! How dare you do such a thing?” I took a deep breath before answering. 
 
      
 
    “To offer violence” I said, “or even the threat of violence is a serious thing at any time. To do so in God’s House is heinous.” The priest nodded vigorously and opened his mouth to speak. “To lie about one’s behaviour and seek to place blame where it is not due is a sin as well.” I made to move on but the priest put a restraining hand on my arm. 
 
      
 
    “One moment. I haven’t finished with you yet.” His tone of superiority set my teeth on edge. “You have accused these young men of lying: I will have you know that they are well-born, noble children of noble Saxon families. Your accusation is serious.” A crowd was gathering to witness the confrontation. 
 
      
 
    “If what you have said is true, then it is not an accusation. It is a statement of fact. I offered no violence to those boys. With what would I have done so? I carry no weapon. The offence is theirs. They came into a house of prayer like a rabble. I quietened them. They left. There was no violence, nor any threat of it, from either side. I will leave you to deal with them as your customs dictate.” I made to go but again the priest restrained me, with a tighter grip. 
 
      
 
    “No sir, we will get to the bottom of this. I will not have my novices threatened by - by - “ 
 
      
 
    “A primitive northern savage?” I offered quietly, and let the question hang in the air for a moment. The expression on the priest’s face told me I had hit the mark and a murmur went around the spectators. The priest seemed suddenly to remember that he was in the savage, primitive north, surrounded by its inhabitants. “I repeat, there was no violence offered on either side, neither from me nor from your boys. I suggest we leave it at that but if you insist on confrontation, then it would be better away from the crowd.” I looked around at the audience and saw my accusers towards the edge of the growing audience. Some of their cockiness had returned, to judge from their smirking faces. 
 
      
 
    “I think here is as good a place as any to demonstrate the baseness of your accusation, here, in the open, where you accused these fine young men of being liars in front of witnesses.” He looked around and spotted his charges himself. “You three! Come on over here!” the boys looked startled and made no move to comply. “Come on, come on! Come over here now!” he repeated with impatience. Another Roman priest close by spoke a quiet word with the trio and they started to make their petulant way towards their superior and the monk, the crowd parting to allow passage. 
 
      
 
    “Now then, Aeldwin,” he addressed the one I’d faced down, “this - er - er -” 
 
      
 
    “Monk?” Another voice offered, helpfully. All eyes turned to see who had spoken. Wilfrid had joined the crowd and stood there, arms folded, observing the proceedings with a stern face. “Pray continue, brother. I know this man and I know his reputation. Carry on.” The priest made a courteous bow and continued, with a confident smile. 
 
      
 
    “This, er, monk says that he offered you no violence. He claims that he merely rebuked you for misbehaviour. He says you are a liar. Repeat what you told me.” I listened with polite interest and then turned with an expression of expectation to Aeldwin. The novice could not return my look. He gazed at the ground and was silent. 
 
      
 
    “Come on, Aeldwin, tell us all what happened. Tell me again, in front of these witnesses, what this so-called monk did to you!” The boy looked at the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, Aeldwin. Tell us,” I said quietly. “Look me in the eye and tell me that I offered you violence in God’s house. Look at me.” My voice was quiet, but I spoke with a voice of real authority. “Look at me and accuse me. Dare you meet my eye and say that I threatened you?” The boy dragged his face up from regarding the dirt, slowly and unwillingly. 
 
      
 
    “I -” he started, in a strangled voice, but he dared not look into my face again and he turned and ran back to the monastery buildings. His two companions wavered, but stayed. 
 
      
 
    “Aeldwin? Aeldwin! Aeldwin! Come back here!” called the priest, and made to go after him. He was halted by a sharp command. 
 
      
 
    “Wait!” said Wilfrid. He came and asked me what had happened. I explained briefly and quietly. 
 
      
 
    “The three of them came into the chapel like arrogant princelings on a day out. I rebuked them and told them to have more respect, for God’s House and for our Sabbath.” Wilfrid nodded and turned to address the priest. 
 
      
 
    “I said that I know this man, and his reputation.” He spoke clearly enough for those nearest to hear. “He was one of my teachers, years ago when I studied at Lindisfarne. He is honest and dependable. He would hesitate before resorting to violence even to save his own life. You should have come to me before accusing him or any of his brothers or sisters. We want this Synod to be conducted with dignity.” Raising his voice, he continued. “Listen, all of you. I speak for Bishop Agilbert and, I am sure, for Abbott Colman in this. We are to treat each other with respect, for our persons, for our traditions and for the hospitality we are all receiving. The Synod will resolve our differences. Today is the Irish Church’s Sabbath. Bear that in mind and go quietly about only that business which is necessary, and do so quietly. Tomorrow is our Sabbath. I would ask the adherents of the Irish church to extend the same courtesy to us. Now be on your way, all of you.” The crowd melted away and I saw, for the first time, that Mungo had been part of it. The zealot looked at Wilfrid with suspicion, then drifted off with the others.  
 
      
 
    “This must not happen again,” Wilfrid said to his colleague. “Keep closer control of your charges in future. I will see you in my chamber in ten minutes, if you please. Go and wait for me there, I’ll be along directly.” The priest bowed briefly and headed off towards the buildings in Mungo’s wake. I thanked Wilfrid for his intervention. 
 
      
 
    “Anselm,” he replied seriously, “we may be opponents in this matter, but I am not your enemy, nor Colman’s, nor Cedd’s, nor Cuthbert’s, nor Hilda’s, nor any of you. However,” he smiled without humour, “I have done you a favour, and I may seek repayment one day. I supported you: perhaps you’ll support me in my turn?” 
 
      
 
    “Not on the current matter.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll see. Try to keep out of trouble, and don’t try any of your Druid spells on me or any of us when the Synod starts. I shall be watching. Good day.” He walked swiftly off to his meeting with his fellow priest, his rich cloak billowing out behind him. I sighed and trod off to the hills again, trying to regain the peace of the morning. It was a fruitless pursuit. The sun was going down and I returned to the yard with time to spare before the final Sabbath service. 
 
      
 
    The chapel was full, the normal complement of monks and nuns swelled by their Irish guests and by the curious. Most of the Romans present for the Synod had never seen an Irish service before and, unable to keep away but unwilling to risk participation in heresy, they formed a tight crowd just outside the door. Late arrivals had difficulty gaining access for their meeting. Before it was over, most of the Romans drifted off in boredom or puzzlement. To those used to the pomp and ceremony of Rome, this was very watery stuff - and conducted in English, not Latin! The Word of God was spoken in the everyday tongue! There was even some outrage, but also some reflection as the wholehearted involvement of even the meanest member of the community gave food for thought. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Wilfrid breezed into his chamber and found the priest waiting for him, as ordered. 
 
      
 
    “Well, Aeldred,” he started as he threw off his cloak and sat in a chair, “not a very auspicious start.” Aeldred was ready to launch into the long justification he’d worked out while he was on his own but one look at Wilfrid’s set jaw made him think better of it. “You underestimated these people. They’re neither ignorant nor savages, despite what you may have been told. When the flame of learning in Europe was reduced to a single, guttering candle in the darkness of the barbarian shadow, that candle burned and was kept alive in Ireland and in the unconquered places in the north. Nor are they apostates from the One True Church, not as we would understand it at least. They never left because they were never members. When our revered Saint Augustine arrived on these shores he found that the people in the west and north were already Christians, and had been for centuries.” The priest looked startled. “Aye, centuries. I’ve read Augustine’s letters to the Pope in Rome. He was astonished to find that these shabby monks and wandering preachers had evangelised and converted many of the English invaders, particularly in the south. The only pagans Augustine found were in the east - your grandfathers and mine, Aeldred. Our people were the pagan savages, not the British. 
 
      
 
    “That is not to say that we should give up and accept their teachings: they are in error, very serious error, and they must come under the authority of Rome. But they are not ignorant barbarians. The one you challenged is a highly educated man: he was a Druid.”  
 
      
 
    “But the Druids - they are evil beyond redemption!” Aeldred interrupted. Wilfrid waved his hand impatiently. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, grow up, Aeldred. We wish to keep the simple folk from reverting to pagan ways, but the Druids don’t eat babies. There was blood sacrifice and demon worship in the past but the Legions eradicated that nonsense hundreds of years ago. They’re still pagans, and have some powers I don’t understand - your lads were subjected to something of it today, I suspect - but they’re shrinking in number by the day. They’re neither powerful nor completely harmless but they flounder around in the dark, on the edges of civilisation, and their influence gets less every day. The Church advances; they’re lost in the twilight, reduced to spiteful sniping from the fringes. Most converted to Christianity years ago. The one you confronted today - Anselm - has been a monk on Iona for nearly ten years - longer than I’ve been in Orders,” he smiled coldly. 
 
      
 
    “So you’re saying we should tolerate them?” 
 
      
 
    “No I am not. We shall eradicate these erroneous and heretical practices of Columba’s Church. They shall fail, we shall triumph - not least because they are too humble and too soft-hearted. The authority of Rome will soon stretch from the north of this island to the tip of Italy and beyond, all across the world. It will be so. 
 
      
 
    “And talking of unacceptable, those braying donkeys of yours are just that, and insufferable. I would’ve given them a good thrashing, rather than just a fright, as Anselm did.” Aeldred tried to interject in their defence but Wilfrid would have none of it. “They were throwing their weight around and they got much less than they deserved. You may be impressed with their so-called nobility and lineage, I am not and neither was Anselm, nor will the other Irish monks be. The grandfathers of those ‘noble boys’ of yours were not above a fight - they had to be, they were invaders, as were yours and mine. As far as lineage goes, the lowest British slave in a freeman’s farmstead claims ancestry from their ancient gods and kings, an ancestry that goes back into the darkness before Christ. You would do well to treat Anselm and all of them with caution and show some respect. You never know what you will find yourself up against. Confine those troublemakers to their quarters until Mass tomorrow, and then again until Monday morning. Make sure all of the novices know about the punishment they’ve received -  a couple of blood-curdling tales of Druidic powers may help discipline as well. A few hours on their knees praying for forgiveness for their lying arrogance wouldn’t go amiss, either. You can go now.”  
 
      
 
    The chastened Aeldred trooped off to do as he was told. Wilfrid leaned back in thought. It will be so: the One True Church would triumph. The Irish Church had - albeit imperfectly - prepared the way for Rome. They did not, could not know what force faced them. He had seen Rome and knew that no power could stand against it. To compare the magnificence of the Frankish and Italian churches and abbeys with the huts of these outlanders was a joke. The majesty of high masses, with choirs of boys and eunuchs, and congregations as awed as they were obedient. No wandering about or spontaneous dancing there! The respect that was God’s due was paid in the soaring chants and the bowed heads.  
 
      
 
    The structure, the order, the discipline! The army of God, marching inexorably and irresistibly to establish His kingdom on Earth! The martial organisation was necessary to achieve His great plan, to save the world from darkness. In hardly more than two centuries Rome had conquered much of the continent of Europe, and would continue throughout the whole world. 
 
      
 
    The Church Militant, the Church Disciplined, the Church Triumphant. He had got quite dizzy when he finally comprehended the power of St Peter’s inheritors! The legions of vergers, priests, canons, priors, abbots, bishops, cardinals, and of course the nuns and abbesses, all organised and under the leadership of the Pope himself, carrying out his instructions and orders to the letter - there was no toleration of dissent. The Church had learned the lesson of the Roman Empire and all within its ranks - at all ranks - were subject to the central, governing discipline of Rome. And that was why it would triumph.  
 
      
 
    Whatever means were necessary: evangelisation, the sword where evangelisation failed, food to the starving, law imposed upon the lawless, whatever was necessary. If the sword was used more often than the Word alone, so be it: it was all as it should be, set out in His plan. The Elect would survive any amount of warfare, their names had been recorded in the Book of Life from before time began. The Irish, too, would become soldiers in the army of the Lord and they would do what they were told. And when they bowed the knee to Rome they would, in time, bow their heads to him. There were some he wanted more than others: Colman was always kind and gentle but Cuthbert had been impatient with the young Wilfrid, dismissive and superior. Cedd had never had time for anyone. The slights and snubs he had suffered! How he had gritted his teeth! Finan was little more than a puff of wind, a buffoon. And how they had treated him when he had pointed out their errors! He would be Bishop soon enough, after this victory he had planned for was gained, and he would have all of them acknowledge his authority. 
 
      
 
    And Anselm. Yes, it would be good to have his hands on that Irishman, or Scot, or whatever he was, it would be good to have him at last, slap the vow of Obedience on him and get from him his Druid secrets! There was something about him: he had helped Wilfrid learn at an incredible pace when he had spent some time with him, years ago. He had learned more in six weeks than he had in a year with the others, and he was sure it was because of some extraordinary power the man possessed. He saw too well, he looked too far and he could divine character with little more than a glance. He must have a power Rome had never comprehended. With it at his command he would gain more than he had dreamed of when he had been a weeping boy, smarting at a beating or a lecture delivered by some bumpkin on Lindisfarne. He had already come far and he still had further to go: his time was near, it would be very soon. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    As we walked back to our sleeping quarters I asked Colman how the meeting with Hilda had gone. He pulled me to one side so that we wouldn’t be overheard. 
 
      
 
    “Not very satisfactory, I’m afraid. She was unable to help us much.” 
 
      
 
    “Unable or unwilling?” I could see the flash of Colman’s teeth in the dim light from the distant torch at the door; the abbott had smiled. 
 
      
 
    “As astute as ever, Anselm. Both. She was unable because she hasn’t had many visitations from the Romans of late - not even Wilfrid, who’s been pressing her to join his cause for some years. Tells her he regards her holiness as a great prize, and you know she has a weakness for flattery. She doesn’t know what tack they will take. And,” he continued, “she said that she wouldn’t tell us even if she did: she is hosting the Synod, and anything she did for one side must be done for the other, in her view. She will be totally fair, although ultimately she is on our side, of course. She wouldn’t even be drawn into discussion of our tactics. She refused, point blank, for the same reason.” I nodded. Her scruples came as no surprise. 
 
      
 
    “And Cuthbert? Was he any help?” I could feel a shadow pass over Colman’s face. 
 
      
 
    “None at all. He barely said a word. Didn’t contribute anything at all. Just asked what we wanted him to do, whenever we tried to involve him. I’m very worried about him. Very worried indeed.” He drifted off and I sighed, then voiced what the abbot was too polite to put into words himself. 
 
      
 
    “I think that his rescue of me took everything he had. He’d just finished one fast and then went on to another. He wasn’t fully recovered. I’m sorry.” 
 
      
 
    “So am I, but don’t blame yourself. We still have your sharp wits to help, if need be. Hold yourself ready. Sit with us during the Synod.” 
 
      
 
    “I shall. But there’s something else you should know about him, which I hold myself responsible for.” I outlined Cuthbert’s confession, and the manner of his collapse. I’d expected distress, and perhaps some unspoken blame but my friend merely nodded. 
 
      
 
    “It doesn’t surprise me. I’ve known about his turmoil for a while. This has been building up for some time. It’s very inconvenient that his crisis should break now, though.” He sighed and hooked his thumbs on his belt. It was a gesture and a pose that I knew presaged the revelation of some deep insight or awkward truth, like drunkenness or backsliding in his flock. It also tended to come before some very plain speaking. “Her royal coquettishness, Queen Eanfleda, has caused a great deal of trouble,” he said quietly. “I saw what she subjected him to. He couldn’t get rid of her, she was round him constantly for months. Following him on missions, taking a boat out to the Farne Isles when he was in retreat, attending church at Lindisfarne on almost every Sabbath when he was there. He resisted heroically, heroically. I would have cracked and I think you would have, as well. Any ordinary man would have. He couldn’t turn her away, she was so generous, with money, with land, gifts of all sorts - always to the Church, of course, but she would require that it was Cuthbert who accepted on its behalf. Then, one day, she just stopped coming. Just like that, no warning. I asked him if he’d - you know - done anything, made an approach of any sort, and he promised he hadn’t. Swore it.” He sighed again.  
 
      
 
    “But she’d done something. She’d released a demon in him that he fights now, night and day. It may have broken his spirit. He never sees her at all these days, he’ll go out of his way - even in his current mood - to avoid her. He counted her turn of allegiance back to Rome as a blessing. Now she favours Wilfrid, but he takes himself off to Rome or the kingdom of the Franks two months out of three, and whirls around the country like a dervish when he’s here: a church here, a chapel there, a priory somewhere else. She can’t keep up with him.” He paused. “I have no proof - none whatsoever - but I think this - “ meaning the Synod “ - has come about because of her. Oswy never voiced any concern about our differences with Rome to me, none at all - quite the opposite, especially when his wife took up with them. Then, out of the blue, ‘we’re going to have a Synod. It will decide which Rule Northumbria - all of Northumbria - will follow.’” He paused again. I let him take his time without interruption.  
 
      
 
    “There is still no heir. It’s important to him. He’s proved that he has no problem siring sons - even if one of them is a vicious little thug - but nothing from Eanfleda. Nothing to tie Northumbria and Kent together. I don’t believe she has a physical problem, either. I think it’s in her head. I don’t think the marriage has been consummated.” A door opened and a voice shouted for water, and the mood was broken. “Say nothing of this to anyone, not to anyone at all. We must pray for Cuthbert’s relief, but privately. It’s very inconvenient.” I agreed and we went off to our beds. I was getting used to keeping secrets. 
 
      
 
    I dreamed of my Mother weeping over a lost child. I cried out in my sleep but I was unintelligible. When I awoke the following morning I could barely remember it at all. 
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    Last Night 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Sunday was like a holiday for the visiting Irish clergy as we had agreed to respect the Romans’ Sabbath. Hilda had the monastery so well organised that there was nothing for us to do except walk, talk quietly together and enjoy the beautiful Spring weather. Colman found a few small jobs for the brethren to undertake within our own circle and he concentrated the tasks among the younger, more volatile members. He paid particular attention to Mungo, who’d made it plain that he thought some of us were altogether too forgiving of the heretics and blasphemers he saw all around him and, from the direction his eyes took when he voiced these thoughts, he had Colman and me particularly in mind. Whenever possible, he was sent out of the monastery proper to the furthest reaches of the lands on one errand or another in order to ensure - as far as we could - that his opinions were spoken only to himself. It was getting more and more difficult as word about the Synod had spread far and wide and every hour brought more arrivals. These uninvited guests set up camp outside the monastery walls until there was a tented settlement larger than Streanashalch, both in size and population. 
 
      
 
    To complicate matters, Mungo was a quick and efficient worker and he was back from the most tortuous and pointless assignment only a few minutes after he had left, or so it seemed. Eventually, Colman had to keep him by his side as there was nowhere left he could safely be sent. 
 
      
 
    Notwithstanding the best efforts of the Abbot on one side and Bishop Agilbert on the other, tension between the two camps mounted during the morning. It became palpable and some physical confrontation took place. It was largely restricted to a little jostling along common paths but there was the concern that it could come to more. The mid-morning Mass of the Romans arrived in time to remove their young men and women from the scene. 
 
      
 
    As with the Irish the day before, curious non-adherents gathered at the door of the chapel to watch while Agilbert led the grand concelebration of sung High Mass. There were fifteen priests on the altar itself, as many vergers, a flock of servers and a choir of thirty. It wouldn’t have been thought possible that there could be any room for a congregation but the body of the chapel was full with dozens more. It was a service that looked out of place within the simple little chapel, being more suited to a grand Frankish cathedral than a windswept Northumbrian clifftop. 
 
      
 
    The worst fears of the uninitiated were confirmed. A service conducted in Latin, a tongue most of the lay people would never understand, bells, clouds of incense so the air became thick and choking with it, the celebrants moving around as if in an intricate dance, brightly-coloured vestments, rich ornaments on the altar and - worst of all for the adherents of the Irish Church - something that looked like idolatry: the elevation and adoration of the communion bread as if it was itself sacred - which, of course, the Romans believed it was. Colman took Cuthbert, Cedd, me and a few of the more trusted and experienced monks to the chapel to watch for signs of trouble. We managed to avert it, but only just. A few younger members - and even some older hands - were so incensed by the consecration and elevation that they were on the verge of moving in and disrupting the proceedings. Most were held back by a quiet word and the order to return to their quarters, but four had to be physically restrained. One of the four was Mungo. 
 
      
 
    Cuthbert had again latched on to me after our morning prayers and he seemed fascinated by the whole performance: the intricacy of the priests’ interaction and movement, the choir rising and swelling as they intoned their responses and their songs of praise, the vergers’ co-ordinated circulation and assistance, even the little interventions of the young servers - and the congregation itself! They stood up, they knelt down, they sat, they knelt down, they stood up again, together, disciplined and without any signal or instruction that he could see. His head swung this way and that, but they were all as one, they all knew when to stand, when to kneel, when to bow their heads, when to raise them again - it was astonishing even though he had seen it before, but the mass of priests concelebrating with Bishop Agilbert made it seem as if he had only fully taken it in for the first time on that day. 
 
      
 
    Then he spotted Eanfleda, right at the front of the congregation, surrounded by her ladies. His face softened, then there was a yearning in it that would have broken the heart of any who saw it. After a moment he turned and fled back across the yard to our sleeping quarters. I followed him with my spirit and watched sadly as he threw himself onto his bed and wept silent torrents of tears. 
 
      
 
    The tension between the two communities increased after Mass and threatened to escalate into physical conflict. Colman took it upon himself to take the lead in defusing the situation as Wilfrid had the day before, and confined the most volatile and zealous of our community to their sleeping quarters, leaving the yard and grounds largely free for the Romans to occupy. 
 
      
 
    Hilda had foreseen the problem and the two camps were kept apart during the mealtimes. The Romans went in two sittings to the convent refectory, we in one and a half to the male monastery. 
 
      
 
    With the situation within the walls seemingly under control and without the company of Cuthbert, I went out to the massed tents of the temporary town to see if I could render any service to the people camped there. As would always be the case wherever people grouped together, there was sickness, disability, fervour, hope, and seekers of miracles. There were doomsayers, soothsayers, prophets and seers by the hatful. There were children playing, running about and squealing, as well as jugglers, players, honest merchants selling food, drink, hardware and souvenirs. There were pickpockets, fraudsters, hucksters, flimflam men and confidence tricksters selling everything from plots of land in strange countries allegedly discovered by Brendan on his voyage across the Great Ocean to the west, to guaranteed genuine relics of saints and apostles, all the way from the Holy Land. All the fun of the fair. I had a quiet word with some, who packed their bags and moved on. I threatened others into retreat and had the man who was selling Christ’s foreskin (enough fragments to make a decent-sized tent, I reckoned) arrested by Oswy’s guards. Trickery and theft were one thing and I was loath to condemn the mostly pathetic individuals practising it to the certain death their activities would attract from the King’s justice: but blasphemy was unacceptable and I was more than ready to see its perpetrator hang. 
 
      
 
    I skirted a group of children who were playing in the mud. A woman was in the early stages of labour. I located a midwife who had brought her herbs and plants with her and brought the two together. I was almost knocked over by a charging group of excited youngsters, all of whom had been up too early and out in the sun too long, as they ran from their playground to a pool they discovered. Then I treated a man who had a boil on his bottom and was severely distracted by it. Smiling at the man’s embarrassment and discomfiture, I went on then to a woman with a stye in her eye. A portion of ointment and rest was what I prescribed. I ordered her tipsy husband to help with their brood so that his wife could recover. 
 
      
 
    I set a young man’s broken leg and splinted it while his wife and brother held him down against the pain, and their children howled in sympathy. Then it was on to the next tent and an aged grandmother with an abscess on her cheek that had to be lanced while her grandson looked on, wide-eyed. There was a rotten tooth to be extracted with the aid of sufficient whiskey to help the patient not to care very much. And three milk teeth to be helped out of their various owners’ mouths, to the accompaniment of applause and a little blood. And at last, as the sun was low in the western sky, a baby’s colic and painful gums to be soothed with dilute alcohol-and-peppermint and numbing ointment, respectively. 
 
      
 
    My medical tasks complete, I let the group of swimmers run screaming back to their tents before I made my way to where I’d promised to meet the parents of four children who needed baptism. A barrel had been upended to act as a stand, with basin sitting on top of it. One of the fathers had thought to heat the water. I sternly demanded to know who had done it, and congratulated him with a smile when he shuffled forward to confess. It was a happy little ceremony, four families of various sizes - for one it was their firstborn - bringing new souls to the harvest. I smiled and shook their hands and they thanked me. I urged them to keep always to the right path and gave blessings to them all. Baptisms always put me in a good mood. 
 
      
 
    I leaned back and stretched, pressing my hands into the small of my back which was most affected by all the bending I’d done and looked around at the noisy, chaotic, happy scene. A good day. There’d been no serious illnesses, which was very good. If I had any regret, it was that I didn’t have Ieuan’s healing Gift but there had been no severe complaints, nothing that I couldn’t handle with my learning, my herbs and my ointments. I knew I should be grateful for the Gift I had and not wish for Ieuan’s as well. I had sufficient to avert catastrophe; it was enough. It was more than enough. It was far more than most people had. Most had to make their way with no Gift at all, just their own strength and resilience, the power to work, and serve, and feed and care for their families. That was a Gift in itself. I should ask for no more, I shouldn’t even think of wishing for more. I was blessed, more than most. I was grateful.  
 
      
 
    It had been a good day. A visit to the oasis during the journey through the desert. A reaffirmation of my life, my vocation. I should be here, it was right to be here. I loved being alone for an afternoon, a day, even as much as a week. There was that spot atop one of the mountains of Mull where I liked to go for pilgrimage and contemplation - which affection may now disqualify it for me, I thought ruefully - but, yes, I enjoyed the opportunities I had for solitary contemplation of the creation and my own part in it. But here, healing, helping the sick and infirm, working among ordinary people, it was...fulfilling. Giving was fulfilling, in a way that solitude wasn’t. This was my place. 
 
      
 
    Yes, it had been a good day after all, and now it was coming to an end. Even the musicians were winding down from their performances, the groups of dancers thinning out. They would continue around the various campfires but it would be quiet solo recitals and spoken stories of heroes and monsters, saints and miracles, tales suitable for the occasion until, only a couple of hours before I and my brothers rose for our morning offices, they would find their way to bed. Which is where I would go now. The sun was failing, it was already below the hills to the west although the sky was still light. I was tired and would sleep well. 
 
      
 
    And tomorrow would be the first day of the Synod. 
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The Synod 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We rose before dawn, as usual, and made our way quietly to the chapel, where we were joined by monks and nuns from the community of Whitby. While it was not as overflowing as it had been for the Romans the day before, the little church was comfortingly full. There was a sense of foreboding in the air and the prayers were frequently for aid and comfort in the days just ahead. Some private thoughts were for triumph and conquest but these were not voiced aloud.  
 
      
 
    In less than an hour we were finished and, as we made our way to the refectory for breakfast, we saw another small example of Abbess Hilda’s organisational skill. We were clearing the yard as the Romans made their way from their sleeping quarters to the chapel for their own morning prayers. They were walking in procession, vergers leading a group of yawning choirboys, who preceded a gaggle of priests, who led the priors - Wilfrid’s tall figure was clearly visible - then Bishop Agilbert in his vestments, and finally more priests and vergers. There was no singing, just the chinking of censor chains, the dim glow of the smouldering incense just visible in the soft light of dawn, and the first taste of its sweet smoke. It was not as magnificent as their arrival on Friday - but then again there was no audience. 
 
      
 
    “Do you think they ever run anywhere, or dance?” Cedd asked Cuthbert, but he was silent, and hazarded only a quick glance back over his shoulder as he went in for breakfast. 
 
      
 
    By the third hour after dawn the chapel had been prepared for the Synod. At the foot of the altar steps were ranged chairs for those who would - or were likely to - take a direct part in the debate. At the centre was King Oswy’s travelling throne, a large oaken chair with curling arms ending in the carved representation of his symbol, the bear. To his right was the Irish Church representatives’ seating; simple folding chairs of heavy linen and wood. On his left was another grand semi-throne, less ornate than the king’s but only by a degree. This was for Bishop Agilbert. Beyond him the chairs declined in quality but the meanest of them was more ornate than any of ours.  
 
      
 
    It had been intended that the body of the chapel would be filled with as many chairs as could be placed while still leaving space for respect for the participants and room for the speaker of the moment to move around and address the King and the audience. However, when it became clear that hundreds wished to witness the Synod, seating was abandoned in order to accommodate the maximum inside except for one row at the very front, and a simple rope separated the debating floor from the congregation. 
 
      
 
    The chapel was full when the participants entered. Our party came in casually, in small groups whispering amongst themselves. Abbott Cedd, who would act as translator for both sides, took the seat closest to the throne, Abbott Colman alongside him, then Cuthbert, then Hilda, then Cedd’s brother Chad and other senior monks. I was four seats away from Colman, close enough for him to call on me if need be, but far enough not to be conspicuous. 
 
      
 
    A bell tinkled for silence, and the murmuring in the crowd petered out. We all stood respectfully, expecting King Oswy to appear: instead, it was two serving boys, dressed in red soutanes with white surplices over, swinging incense-filled censors and spreading sweet smoke over the chapel from the door to the top of the aisle that opened before them. There were a couple of exaggerated coughs from the audience, but glares from Colman and Cedd cut that demonstration short. Then came another server, dressed similarly, and carrying a cross, mounted on a long pole. Both looked golden in the dim light, but were actually made of brass. Then four more servers, singing sweetly in Latin. The boys arranged themselves along the altar side of the rope facing the sanctuary, the cross-bearer offset from the centre and then the incense-boys, one either side, then two choir boys, hands together in piety, at each end. Three vergers came in and stood before the three lowest seats. Then three priests, who took the next group up. Then Wilfrid and another prior, then an Abbott, and finally Bishop Agilbert himself proceeded with a stately walk to his throne. The boys closed the gap. He turned to the congregation, blessed them, and sat down. His followers - except the server boys and choristers - followed his example. We had stood politely, but sat slightly ahead of Agilbert. The congregation relaxed and started a hissing of whispered conversation, the choristers continued their song and the incense billowed out as the boys swung their sensors enthusiastically. 
 
      
 
    A commotion at the door got everyone’s attention. Two armed guards, with shields and spears, took their places either side of the door. 
 
      
 
    “Make way, there!” they ordered, just as a tall, well-muscled figure with blonde hair over a gold-edged red cloak strode powerfully into the church. The boys at the altar just managed to shuffle out of the way in time for him to breeze past and plonk himself in his throne. 
 
      
 
    “Will someone get that sickening stuff out of here. It smells of a death-chamber. And get those brats to stop their caterwauling. I can’t think.” Oswy, King of Northumbria, had arrived. The boys were sent out urgently, their departure as ragged as their arrival had been ordered. A couple of chuckles could be heard amid the hubbub. It had not started well for the Romans. “Throw the doors wide, and all the windows that can be opened. Let’s get some fresh air in here or we’ll all suffocate before the hour is out.”  
 
      
 
    Agilbert rose to offer a prayer and, he may have hoped, to regain some of the ground lost by his excessive display. 
 
      
 
    “Let us pray to the Lord our God,” he began in Latin, “that this great council may be guided by His Grace, and that we may reach agreement in wisdom and love - “ 
 
      
 
    “Amen,” Oswy interjected, in a voice that would not consider opposition, and a frustrated Agilbert sat down. Wilfrid’ face was set as stone. The King hadn’t understood a word of the Bishop’s speech but had taken the first opportunity to shut him up. He had quickly formed the opinion that Agilbert was an overdressed windbag. He stood up and addressed the clerics and congregation. 
 
      
 
    “My lady Abbess, my lords Abbots, my lord Bishop,” he addressed them in the Irish Church’s order of priority. “Priors, priests and monks, vergers, altar boys and those of you who have travelled from far and wide to witness this great Synod.” He was tall and he stood on the first step of the sanctuary, which made him taller. Everyone in the church could see him and all inside the building could hear his powerful and penetrating voice. His words were repeated to those outside. “Over the next few days - not too long, I trust - we will hear words from learned men and women who will help us to decide whether this kingdom, Northumbria, will continue to follow the Irish Christian Rule or will find the teaching of Rome the more perfect for our Salvation. I do not treat this lightly, and nor will anyone here. There are differences between these two Churches, and those differences will be resolved very soon. After I have heard all the arguments I will decide. And all Christians in my kingdom will follow my decision. Let us now hear the opening arguments. Abbott Colman?” He sat down.  
 
      
 
    Oswy had delivered his speech so fast that Cedd had been unable to provide a simultaneous translation. He spoke quietly now, directly to Agilbert and his train, repeating his words in Latin. 
 
      
 
    “My brothers and sisters. The Church on whose behalf I speak is not ‘my’ Church: it is our Church, it belongs to all of us. But above all it is God’s Church, his vessel to guide us over the stormy seas of the world and bring us safely to harbour in His Kingdom.” He gave a potted history of the Church of St Patrick and St Columba, from its legendary establishment by Joseph of Arimathea to the opening of the monastery at Lindisfarne, to the present day and our network of monasteries across Britain, Ireland and Northern Europe. He emphasised the role of St Michael, our patron, the warrior angel who threw down Lucifer when he made war in Heaven. He also talked of the inheritance of our Rule and teaching from the earliest days of Christianity, in the Egyptian desert.  
 
      
 
    “It has not been corrupted or diluted, neither by barbarian invasion, nor by excessive and fruitless reassessment and revision. We do not try to be all things to all men, nor to dominate them,” Colman said. “We have simple beliefs, taken from the teachings of Christ as recorded in the Gospels, and especially we hold close to our hearts the Gospel of St John, the great Gospel of Love. We ask that we may continue our work in your earthly kingdom, Lord Oswy, and that, in allowing us to do so, we pray that much credit will accumulate to you in the eyes of God.” He sat down, and there was nodding of heads and approving murmurs from the assembly. 
 
      
 
    “Bishop Agilbert, of the Franks and Rome.” Oswy invited. Cedd translated. Agilbert stood up and started to speak in Latin, for he had no English, British or Irish. His speech was necessarily halting, in order to allow Cedd to translate as he went along. 
 
      
 
    “Dearly beloved, my children in God,” a murmur went around the Irish in the audience as Cedd translated into English. Bishops were no more than clerks, weren’t they? And the only priests who styled themselves ‘fathers’ were the Druids. Even Oswy’s eyebrows rose. “We are here today - [...here today, Cedd called out] - because the Church of the Irish - [...Church of the Irish] - fell into error many years ago - [...error many years ago].” The murmur rose again, and there was an edge to it now. “You cannot deny - [...cannot deny] - that the Church in Rome - [...Church in Rome] - has proved itself most worthy - [...itself most worthy] - of God’s favour - [...God’s favour]. It has survived - [...has survived] - persecution [...persecution] - at the hands of successive Emperors [...successful Emperors - what? - Oh, sorry - successIVE Emperors] - until finally, and to the Great Glory of God - [...Glory of God] - the Imperial heart of Rome turned to the One True God. - [...One True God]. - In the time of our temptation and struggle - [...temptation and struggle]  - and this land’s separation from us - [...separation from us] - the clergy in these lands - [...in these lands] - deviated from the True Path.” Cedd stopped at this, and looked pointedly at the Roman Bishop. 
 
      
 
    “Translate for me please, Magister Abbott. I would hear what the Bishop has to say,” Oswy said quietly. Cedd nodded and continued. 
 
      
 
    “[The clergy in these lands deviated from the True Path]” he concluded. A shocked murmur went round the crowd within the chapel and was echoed by those outside. Colman stood and gazed sternly round the congregation and the noise subsided. Agilbert continued, and Cedd resumed his translation. 
 
      
 
    “This deviation is demonstrated by a number of things. Notably, the difference in the date of Easter, which the whole Church has calculated and found to be Truth but is observed wrongly here. The persistence of the Heresy of Pelagius, which maintains that Grace, which is the Gift of God alone through His Holy Church can be attained through personal free will is a serious error which the Church rejected at a great meeting two hundred years ago and declared to be anathema. I would also point out that your monks and priests wear the tonsure of Simon Magus who tried to bribe the Apostles - “ Cedd glanced nervously at Oswy and Colman. This could cause uproar. Oswy stood up. 
 
      
 
    “Guards! Keep order in here, and in the crowd outside this place! Anyone who causes violence is to be arrested or cut down! That is my command!” he called, and sat down again. “Please continue,” he said to Cedd. 
 
      
 
    “ - [... wear the tonsure of Simon Magus, who tried to bribe the Apostles] – “ Cedd said. 
 
      
 
    “ - into giving him the power of healing and raising from the dead,” Agilbert resumed. This tonsure is the mark of a blasphemer and was inherited from the Druids. It has no place in God’s Church. We extend our hands to our brothers and sisters in Christ who - though they have erred in their practice - have done so with good intent. In the Lord there is forgiveness and mercy in abundance  and if you will now turn and join with His Church on Earth then all will be well. For does not the Bible say that there shall be more rejoicing in Heaven over one sinner who repents than over one hundred just men. Think of the rejoicing there will be in Heaven when so many return to the fold. It is only the One, True Catholic Church that has the Grace and authority of God Himself. Come to her and be one with God. Turn away from your error and unite with Christ.” 
 
      
 
    With that, he sat down. 
 
      
 
    There was uproar in the chapel and outside. Agilbert’s address had been technical and poorly phrased and his lack of English and the disjointing effect of the translation hadn’t helped. But its central arrogance, its uncompromising attack on heartfelt convictions - as well as its patronising tone - had got through to the adherents of the Irish Church and they were furious. Colman and Cedd both turned to the people. Cedd spoke first, in English, shouting over the angry roar. 
 
      
 
    “Calm yourselves! Calm yourselves! This is God’s House! We will have no confrontation! No violence! Our God is the God of Love! We can show these people what true Faith and Love are! But not with anger and hate in our hearts! Calm down!” 
 
      
 
    Colman supported him, in Gaelic and British. 
 
      
 
    “Monks and priests! Remember your vows! Calm down now, and cease this behaviour!” The tumult started to decline. 
 
      
 
    “What about their idolatry that we witnessed in this Church yesterday?” someone shouted. The anger threatened to explode again. 
 
      
 
    “We will deal with all these things! You do us and yourselves and our Church a disservice and damage with your anger!” Colman shouted. “Calm yourselves, now! Or face eviction from this House and ejection from the monastery!” This, at last, had the desired effect. The row subsided and a sullen silence fell on the Irish party. 
 
      
 
    Wilfrid’s face was set still as stone. He knew that his Bishop had done their cause no favours. He stole a look at Oswy, who was regarding Agilbert with thoughtful and barely-concealed contempt. My eyes met Wilfrid’s for a moment, while I was looking at Oswy and trying to see what he was thinking. He glared at me. I didn’t react. I was trying to see what Oswy’s response was. Without seeing his face I couldn’t gain a full picture, but I could feel waves of contempt overlying the tension and anger underneath. Looking further, I examined Agilbert’s face. The man was genuinely surprised at the mayhem he had unleashed. He’d intended to offer an olive branch, a way into the Church without any onerous burden. It was dawning on him that he could have been more diplomatic and maybe less aggressive. But how could he be less than he was, fervent in the pursuit of his belief? 
 
      
 
    Order was at last restored. After the opening remarks the debate moved into a series of skirmishes, which stretched to lunchtime (when Oswy called a two-hour break) and resumed in the afternoon. The question of the number of Angels that could dance on the head of a pin was raised. Colman dismissed it with a joke. 
 
      
 
    “I think the number is less germane than the question of the angels dancing: if they do so at all, then they cannot be adherents of the Roman Church. Do you not teach that such things are forbidden in the presence of God?” There was laughter and Agilbert changed the subject. 
 
      
 
    By late afternoon Oswy had had enough for one day. The Romans sought to prevail upon him to continue the discussion but he was bored and fractious like a child. We were happy enough: we had calmed our supporters so that the morning’s scenes were not repeated, and had won the discussions hands down. Oswy’s memories of the day would reinforce his support of us, we believed. 
 
      
 
    Godwin had been in the audience and he was as contemptuous of the insensitive Agilbert as was his master. He was of the opinion that his King should declare for the Irish straightaway and be done with it, but Oswy refused: he had to give them every chance to explain their position or, he knew, he would not get Eanfleda into his bed. She would say he had cheated in order to get his own way. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Our party was, on the whole, very happy with the day’s proceedings: the exceptions were Cuthbert, who was as weighed down as ever with his own private thoughts, and the zealots, who were delighted. Mungo and one of his cronies put on an imitation of Agilbert and Cedd that even raised a smile from Colman and Cedd themselves. 
 
      
 
    “We will show - [will show,” his companion murmured] - these blasphemers - [blasphemers] - and idolaters [idolaters] - the true meaning of - [meaning of] - humility - [humility] - when we put their painted bishop - [painted bishop] - to work in the pens - [in the pens] - cleaning out the ordure. - [out the ordure.] - For verily it is said - [it is said] - that you shall reap [you shall reap] - as you have sown - [as you have so-o-o-own!].” They concluded together on a falling descant, to gales of laughter. Cedd stood and held up his hands for silence, but he was smiling. 
 
      
 
    “Our Church has had a good day, brothers, but let us not be prideful, for such will attract the wrath of God. Let us face the next few days with confidence and faith, but also with humility. This is only one day, only the first day, and there is a long road to travel yet. The Romans will learn from today’s errors and will return better prepared. We must be prepared for harder work tomorrow but I am sure the Truth will triumph.”  
 
      
 
    “Amen!” came the enthusiastic response from all but Cuthbert. It was impossible to dampen our spirits, the tension that had been building up for days had been released - but we were a little more restrained thereafter. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    In the Roman quarters, the mood was sombre. Small quarrels were breaking out all over the place, like bushfires. The priors and the Bishop were busy quelling the flames before they exploded into a blaze of mutual recrimination. The serving-boys were not directly involved in the arguments: they sat silently wherever they were sent, or remained wherever they found themselves, utterly desolate. They had been defeated, they knew it, and by a rabble of rustics. They were downcast and depressed. They appeared to have no conception of the time the Synod still had left to run. For them, it was all over. 
 
      
 
    Some of their elders shared this view and they were as furious as the boys were depressed. They had lost, and to a bunch of wild-haired heretics who should have been seen off before noon. They would not blame Bishop Agilbert openly but their sniping was a symptom of the fact that they believed that his strategy had failed, disastrously.  
 
      
 
    Wilfrid also believed that his superior’s strategy had flopped, but he was not surprised. He felt that it was doomed from the start. Even had he been lucid, considerate and diplomatic, his lack of English and consequent need for translation would have undermined his case. When his stern discipline and authority had quietened his quarrelling brothers he marched over to the Bishop’s rooms and entered, barely pausing long enough to knock. 
 
      
 
    “Your Grace,” he knelt and kissed Agilbert’s ring of authority. Then he stood and started without waiting for invitation. “Today has gone ill for us. It is my belief that you should now consider allowing me to speak on our behalf. I at least have the language, as well as some experience of these people, and I believe that our case can be served better if it is made from my mouth.” He stopped and stood before the Bishop, waiting for a reaction. Agilbert had been thinking over the events of the day and had not paused to change from his ceremonial vestments. A tray of food lay untouched on a small table to the side of his chair. He took a breath and replied at last. 
 
      
 
    “Prior Wilfrid,” he said formally, “you are much favoured within the Holy Church. You have influential friends, well placed to advance your career. At thirty you are the youngest Prior in Christendom, and I expect to see you a Bishop before many years have passed. You have the resources and influence yourself to raise much materially for the glory of Our Lord and such success is heard of and noted in the right places. You have done well and will continue to do so.” He took another deep breath. “Your time is not yet come. Patience. You will achieve your aim, so long as that is not to be Pope itself. That you will not attain. For the moment, you have taken a Vow of Obedience and will do as I say. And I say that you will resume your seat tomorrow and will keep silent. That is all.” 
 
      
 
    “My lord Bishop,’ he said, and bowed, turned abruptly and made for the door but before he left he stopped and dared to speak again, “We can win this debate. If we lose, it will be your responsibility, yours alone.” He opened the door and left before Agilbert could reply. 
 
      
 
    The Bishop was furious, and stood facing the closed door for some minutes, shaking with rage. The insolent whelp! How dare he challenge him, he who had faced down armed Frankish warriors, determined to spill his blood! And Saxons, and Goths: why, he had even come unscathed through the country of the savage Basques and lived to tell the tale, with a dozen converts in his train! 
 
      
 
    He gradually got himself under control and resumed his seat, his chin on his fist. 
 
      
 
    The worst part of it was, this insubordinate and arrogant Prior had a point: he had made a mess of the day’s proceedings. He had underestimated both the Irish Abbots themselves and King Oswy. From the pomp of his entrance to the tone of his opening speech, from his vestments to his attempt to divert the discussion into esoteric areas while he recollected himself, all had gone wrong, horribly wrong. Wilfrid was a skilled preacher and debater but he couldn’t stand the man’s smug arrogance, nor his influence with the Archbishop of Lyons, nor his way with ‘the ladies’, the queens and princesses around the island of Britain and beyond. Everything about him was guaranteed to irritate the Bishop. He was able, and skilled, and efficient, granted: he was one of the New Men of Rome, his star was rising and Agilbert’s was fading, he knew all of that. Wilfrid could even be described as devout, certainly he seemed determined on the triumph of God’s One True Church and they had that in common, if nothing else. 
 
      
 
    But Agilbert could not stomach Wilfrid, and that was the truth of it. 
 
      
 
    He tore himself back from his angry thoughts and tried to return to consideration of the best course of action. He took himself to his small travelling altar opposite his bed, and knelt to pray.  
 
      
 
    He prayed for guidance, for the way forward. He was convinced that the Celts were heretics and lost sheep, and he wanted desperately to bring them back to the fold. In his arrogance, he saw, he wanted to be the shepherd who brought them back, smiling and happy, accepting the plaudits of the crowds who would clap and cheer when he succeeded. He would look with kindness on his new flock, and they would be his people, and do his bidding.  
 
      
 
    God’s people. They would be God’s people. They would be God’s people. They were His sheep, and he would be His servant only, carrying out his duty with joy and devotion. How best to proceed? 
 
      
 
    An image of Wilfrid holding a crowd enthralled, as he had seen him do only a week ago, came to his mind. 
 
      
 
    One more day. He would give his strategy one more day. If he failed, if he lost again tomorrow, he would hand over to Wilfrid before all was lost. 
 
      
 
    And who would decide if he had lost the day, who would be certain of making a disinterested judgement?  
 
      
 
    He prayed for the wisdom to make the right decision and the image of Wilfrid came into his mind again. 
 
      
 
    He would not be proud, or vain, or unable to make an honest judgement. He prayed he would not, he begged for Solomon’s gift. If he failed again tomorrow, or did not succeed enough, he would hand over to Wilfrid.  
 
      
 
    He concluded with his night offices and prepared himself for bed. His opponents had been happily asleep for more than an hour by the time the mind of the venerable old man, who had travelled all over the continent of Europe, had faced innumerable perils and fought physical and psychological battles with implacable enemies, who had confronted danger and hardship at a time when being a Christian missionary was still, most likely, a route to early death, and all for the sake of his Church and his God, not his own ambition, finally gained rest. 
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    A Reassessment 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A forest, a thicket, a tangle of briars and brambles. Around me was the murmur of voices, debating, disputing and sometimes raised in argument. I was enmeshed in the voices, they entangled me and scratched at my robe and my flesh. I should break free, I was trying to break free. The more I tried to escape the more I became entangled. The more I became entangled the more I struggled and the more I struggled the more the words lacerated my skin. I was a mass of cuts. Blood trickled down my skin. It collected at my feet in a pool. If I stopped struggling, the cuts would stop and I would contain the wounds. I must not let my lifeblood ebb away. No. I had to get out, no matter what the damage. There was something I had to do. As I struggled the pool of blood at my feet grew and then set off with a mind of its own. It knew where it was going. It flowed eagerly along the ground, picking up speed. I looked to see where it was heading and I saw, beyond the hedge of briars and words and brambles and speech, all tangled up into an impenetrable mass, a naked child was playing with a ball. The little one chased the skein of wool - for I could see that it was wool, not a ball - and caught it and stood up. He turned to offer it to me. 
 
      
 
    Where his eyes should have been there were gashes. Fresh gashes, still glistening with warm blood. From his sternum to his groin there was a gaping wound. Blood flowed out of his injuries and flowed to the ground, where it mingled with the stream flowing from my cuts. It mingled and grew and flowed on into the lake, which was blood and was a sea and an ocean, tossing with red-flecked foam. A boat was coming across the sea, rocking and tossing but ever upright and making steadily for the shore. 
 
      
 
    “One more to come. He is on his way. He responds to your call.” 
 
      
 
    I woke up and reached immediately for my bag and the medicine within it, and took a short draught. My brothers were stirring, some were already up and about and talking together in quiet voices. I was disturbed. This latest Vision was telling me that I had a much, much more important task to fulfil and this involvement in the Synod was interfering with it. 
 
      
 
    But still, what was that task? If I could see clearly what I was meant to do, I would do it. And who was the other one who had been summoned? I’d sent for no-one else.  
 
      
 
    I would have to speak to Colman after the morning prayers in the chapel. 
 
      
 
    After the service the Irish walked back to the refectory, as we had the day before. The procession of the Romans, which came up the hill as we went down, was less grand than yesterday. Although there were altar boys, and the Cross, and the clerics arranged in ascending order, Agilbert was dressed more simply and there was no incense. Colman, Cedd, Chad and even Cuthbert - poor, distracted Cuthbert - and I walked just off to the side of the Irish group, in line astern between the two parties, ready to intercept any zealous monk who seemed inclined to remind the Romans of their failure the day before. Our mere presence seemed to be enough and all that crossed the ground were amused, but still hostile glances. 
 
      
 
    As we went in for breakfast, I pulled Colman to one side. I related the Vision of the night before, and my fear that I was neglecting the true task I’d been set. 
 
      
 
    “This is a heavy burden that’s been placed on you, my friend. Do you know where the trouble is?” 
 
      
 
    “I am pretty sure it’s in Strathclyde. Other Visions, including one I had while I was in my coma, indicate that it’s there.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you know where, exactly?” 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t. Other than the Glade, of course.” 
 
      
 
    “And you have no physical proof, or evidence to bring to the King, other than a glade that will fall into disuse as soon as Owain mounts a guard on it?” 
 
      
 
    “Only this.” I showed him the amulet of Cromm Cruaich and Colman crossed himself. I briefly reminded him of the background and my suspicion that a disciple of Lucius was somewhere, in hiding. The Abbott replied that he’d heard nothing of any such fugitive. 
 
      
 
    “Are your Visions always a obscure as this? Do you ever get a clear message?” 
 
      
 
    “Sometimes, the meaning is clear - either immediately or soon afterwards, something will trigger a recognition in me. But normally they’re quite difficult to interpret for a while,” I smiled, completely without humour. “It’s common for the meaning to become clear only when events have started to unfold.” 
 
      
 
    “And you have no leads at this time? Nothing has triggered recognition?” Something niggled at the back of my mind: two things, in fact. 
 
      
 
    “There is something I can’t put my finger on,” I looked around as if it would spring up in front of me. “And it is here, somehow. And the other thing is the door that was present in one of my earlier Visions. I’m sure that the answer lies behind it, but I’m too frightened to open it. Truth and madness lie behind it, I think.” 
 
      
 
    Colman looked at me directly, with strength and with sympathy. 
 
      
 
    “The fear may be a deceit of the Enemy, Anselm. I think you have to open the door and see what is behind it. You have to take your courage in your hands and hold fast to it. Open the door when next you have the opportunity to - I’ve known you long enough to know you can’t force these things. If the choice is your own sanity or the destruction of Strathclyde, where does your duty lie?” 
 
      
 
    “To bring down this evil thing,” I said, but I could not hide my reluctance. “To protect the people from being harmed by it – and that may be more than just those in Strathclyde. But I’m frightened for my mind. I remember my madness; I have no desire to go there again.” 
 
      
 
    “We will be with you at all times and in all circumstances,” Colman replied, “in spirit if not in person. And you will be in my prayers constantly from now on. Come on in and eat now. Let the condemned man have a hearty breakfast.” He smiled and put his arm around my shoulders as we went in to the refectory. 
 
      
 
    The reconvened Synod looked similar to the day before but the feeling was different. The Irish were arranged to Oswy’s right, the Romans to his left. The entry of Agilbert was much more subdued, while the Irish were much more cheerful. Even a couple of laughs escaped from pious mouths. The Romans entered in procession, as previously, but the servers and all their clerics wore simple black soutanes. The choir didn’t sing this time and the servers made themselves scarce as soon as their Bishop was seated. He alone wore ceremonial robes, and they were not the rich vestments of the previous day. He wore purple as it was Lent and therefore fitting, with white chasuble and surplice under. He was dignified on Tuesday, where he had been gaudy on Monday.  
 
      
 
    Oswy was just the same: imperious, impatient, and coiled like a spring. 
 
      
 
    The day’s discussions proceeded on more technical lines than before and, while they were important, they bored the King. Talk of transmigration of the soul, predestination against free will, all of them left him cold and he was inclined neither one way nor the other. The only thing that got to him at all was the Romans’ claim of the origin of Original Sin, in sexual congress. He rather liked Colman’s rebuttal that, if God so disapproved of sexual relations, why did He invent it and order Abraham to be fruitful and multiply? So the King remained favourable towards Lindisfarne but by mid-afternoon he’d had enough. He called an end to the debate and went off to attend to matters that he regarded as more pressing, such as restocking of armouries and tribute from vassals. 
 
      
 
    Agilbert had had a better day - he’d lost no more ground, but neither had he gained any. Not, at least, in the sight of the King. Unbeknown to him, he had shaken the certainty of more than one of the Irish. 
 
      
 
    “But what if he is right? How can we know for sure? If he is right, then we’ve been doing our people a great disservice. Can we afford to be wrong?” This was Cedd who was speaking, and some of the monks were stunned into silence. Not his brother Abbott Colman, however, who took him to task with a stout defence of a core of their belief, strongly but courteously delivered. Reincarnation was something that many in the Irish Church, with its Druidic legacy, held fast to. The traditional defence was to ask how a merciful god could give humanity only one chance of salvation. 
 
      
 
    “But is not every day a new chance, as the Frank said? A new dawn, a new hope, a new opportunity to change our lives, once and for all? To hear God’s Word and heed it from then on? Wiping away our past life?” 
 
      
 
    The debate moved to considering those who had died before Christ came to Earth. What of them? Were they doomed to everlasting death because of an accident of timing? 
 
      
 
    “According to our opponents and taking their argument to its logical conclusion, chance and accident is the true determinant of our fate,” the opposing side said. “We can have no power over it. That leads us to a chaotic universe and an unfeeling, heartless god who allows millions to be condemned without opportunity for the redemption that He gave His only Son to offer!” 
 
      
 
    Cedd was unconvinced, and he wasn’t alone: the point had got to others, and the argument swung to and fro. I made an early contribution, at Colman’s request. 
 
      
 
    “I can confirm,” I said, “that I have smelt the Apples of Avalon. On a close friend or colleague’s passing. The most recent was less than a fortnight ago: I haven’t had confirmation of his death, but I know that Padhraig, my friend and counsellor, has departed this life. I believe he will be back, after he has rested from his labours awhile in the Orchard.”  
 
      
 
    This evidence, from a known and respected Seer, heartened some and quieted others. It was as good as proof to those who believed it, food for thought for those who wavered. But there were other disagreements. 
 
      
 
    “They make a valid case, however, that our way is slow.” Cedd again. “We have had less urgency in our missionary work. Look at what they have achieved, in such a short time! We held the torch of the faith in these islands for half a millennium and have barely penetrated the Frankish lands, across the Narrow Sea. They’ve been evangelising for less than half that time and have reached to the extent of the old Empire and beyond!” 
 
      
 
    And more, about predestination, for which I was called as a witness – on the wrong side, to my mind. 
 
      
 
    “It is written in Scripture that the names of the Elect have been recorded in the Book of Life since the foundation of the world and only they whose names have been registered in it shall be saved. If the names were written before time began, then all is mapped out, every detail? Doesn’t Anselm’s Sight show that the future is already settled? Do we have free will at all?”  
 
      
 
    I rose to protest that this was the counsel of despair, not of hope: if all was predetermined then nothing I, or Colman, or Agilbert, or anyone did made any difference. I explained that my Sight actually helped me make a difference: not everything I Saw came to pass. Not least, because I had been warned and could do something about it; the worst revealed to me could be prevented. Chad supported me. 
 
      
 
    “You’re confused, Cedd,” said his brother. “If all things are pre-ordained, then why didn’t God stop Adam from disobeying Him? Isn’t the freedom to disobey evidence of free will? Christ could have disobeyed Him, but he chose obedience, for the sake of us all! Knowing that he was in for torture and agonising death! Why bother, if all was preordained anyway? Why give your life for what is, in effect, nothing more than a mummers’ play, speaking lines that have been written for you by someone else?” 
 
      
 
    The arguments got more and more esoteric and the monks gradually drifted off to their own private thoughts. I went to walk the peaceful hillside of the bees again and passed Mungo and one of his friends as he left. I noticed that the pair of them - the most zealous of all the zealots, I felt - were looking daggers at Abbott Cedd. 
 
      
 
    “Remember we are brothers in Christ,” I said to them quietly, “we’re free to speak our minds as friends among friends, and to seek help or clarification as is necessary. If Cedd or anyone has doubts or uncertainties, they should voice them, not keep them hidden. That goes for all of us.” Mungo looked resentful, his companion looked embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    Through it all, Cuthbert had said not a word.  
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    In his chamber, Agilbert was thinking again, very deeply. He had prayed long and hard and his meal had gone cold, lying uneaten by his side. He had done better that day but not well enough. He rose and went to open the door. 
 
      
 
    “Erebert,” he said to the priest who waited there, “go and fetch Prior Wilfrid of Ripon. Tell him I would like to speak to him.” Erebert went to do as he was ordered.  
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    I’d wandered over the hilltop as before, but there were no bees to offer comfort and inspiration, not on this occasion. The day was cooler, there were clouds overhead, and a breeze whipped the wave tops into white foam. It was too windy even for the resilient bumblebees. My thoughts were swinging from the details of the Synod to the problem of my Visions and back again. I was troubled and confused and felt that the arguments were slipping away from the Irish, even though Oswy wasn’t impressed - so far. The division in our ranks, reaching to the highest levels, was not good. I doubted if the Romans were suffering the same problems. And I wasn't sure if I should be here at all, but should rather be scouring Strathclyde for whichever disciple of Lucius had escaped and was spreading such evil. I looked up just as Wilfrid approached, smiling and confident. 
 
      
 
    “You look troubled, Anselm,” he called. 
 
      
 
    “Thoughtful, Wilfrid, thoughtful.” It was a lie of omission rather than commission, but must still be atoned for. The Prior of Ripon arrived at my side. 
 
      
 
    “Not such a bright day as when we last met. Confused and perturbed, would you say?”  
 
      
 
    “All things have their season. You should know that, of all people,” and I wondered if he had heard of the disagreements within the Lindisfarne camp. He merely smiled, and didn’t rise to the bait. 
 
      
 
    “Your party has done well. So far,” he responded, “but it will not continue. We still have three days until the weekend. We shall win, and you will come to the bosom and comfort of our Holy Mother Church. We will welcome you warmly, as a mother welcomes her lost children back to the family, and you will be consoled and happy as your errors are ended.” 
 
      
 
    “What makes you so certain? Were he to pronounce now, Oswy would come down on our side, I think.” 
 
      
 
    “Possibly,” Wilfrid conceded, then he smiled again, “all right, almost certainly - at this time. But we have those three days, and don’t think we will ever again do as badly as we did yesterday.” 
 
      
 
    “What makes you so certain that you’ll do well enough to change his mind?” 
 
      
 
    “Rome will triumph, here as it has everywhere else. In Antioch, against the Arians, in Egypt, over the Copts and Gnostics, in Greece over the Manichees, as we will triumph over this latest Meccan heresy in Arabia. Everywhere error and heresy have been overcome. Rome is the See of Peter, and will overcome all obstacles. It must be so. 
 
      
 
    “I know you find it hard to accept,” he continued, “but what can you know of the power and majesty of Rome - of Rome itself! The buildings! The people! All the people of God, going about His business! On one day - one day!” he emphasised, “- Rome has as many visitors as are numbered in the whole of your Irish Church. And the books! Scripture and teachings that go back to the foundation of the Church in the Holy Land! You can’t imagine!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes I can.” 
 
      
 
    “No, it’s not possible. No-one who hasn’t seen Rome with their own eyes can possibly imagine what it is like. It is magnificent! It is awe-inspiring! It is powerful, none can stand against it and survive!” 
 
      
 
    “I can imagine, because I have been to Rome,” I responded quietly. Wilfrid looked surprise and he looked me up and down, taking in the threadbare robe, its missing buttons and its travel stains, my wild hair and shaved forehead and, though he tried to suppress it, he couldn’t altogether conceal his contempt. I continued. “Yes, Wilfrid, I’ve been to Rome. I had a life before we met. I was older than you are now before I took Holy Orders. Before then I wandered far and wide, and I came to Rome. You talk of magnificence and learning, and give the impression that the sweet smell of incense rises from every fireplace and ascends in a cloud of holy smoke: but I’ve been there. If you were to build a Roman Basilica here in Britain, would you remember to cover the outside with peeling and flaking paint? Don’t forget the dirt and rubbish piled up in every corner. Make sure that the pavement outside your great church is well-stocked with prostitutes, parading their services openly and not in any way put off by clerical robes.”

I went through a litany of the tawdry reality behind Rome’s magnificent façade – and it was magnificent, even now, two centuries after its fall and after being sacked by every marauding invading war band on its way somewhere else. But it was a city of human beings, and human beings are riddled with faults. It was still a city of riches, and riches attract the greed, the unprincipled and those who will not let a paltry consideration like the value of human life stand between them and what they wanted. What I said was true but it made Wilfrid very, very angry. He believed such licentiousness was being controlled, suppressed and eradicated, its perpetrators dispatched to missions in the Balkans or to Arabia, to certain death.  
 
      
 
    “There will be none of this. You don’t understand. When I build an abbey church  - “ 
 
      
 
    “Oh, I do understand,” I interrupted. I, too, was angry and my voice was cold and determined. My anger with this turncoat got the better of my control. “I understand how mistaken I was to help you learn, to lend you power and show you skill so that you could accelerate your reading of teaching and the Scriptures. You read very fast, but you do not understand. I understand well what you have done with all that we gave you. You have picked it up and thrown it in our face! Tell me, Wilfred, when you build your great abbey - and I expect it will be the finest north of the Alps, nothing less will do, will it? - when you build it, will you be building for the greater glory of God, or for the glory of Wilfrid? Abbot Wilfrid? Bishop Wilfrid? Pope Wilfrid?”  
 
      
 
    Without waiting for a reply I left, but a reply came anyway, spoken firmly and coldly, in a voice that carried far enough to be heard clearly. 
 
      
 
    “We will win. You can’t stand against the power of Rome. We will win because you are too weak and decadent yourselves. Go to Coldingham, and see your Church in all its drunken, debauched purity! We will win, and you will submit to the authority of Rome. And to me!” 
 
      
 
    I knew I’d said enough. I could have gone on but what Wilfrid had said was also true. There was scandal, and not just among the prancing princesses and layabouts in the monastery at Coldingham, either. I’d lost my temper and said too much. Wilfrid was very intelligent and our argument would make him even more determined on our defeat. I cursed myself for behaving like a zealous fool. 
 
      
 
    I made my way quickly back to the sleeping quarters. The sun was touching the horizon and we would soon be ready for bed. I sought out Colman and confessed to my argument with the Prior. The Abbott sighed but said it would probably have no bearing. Oswy, at least, would be no more bothered by our disagreement than he was by transmigration of the soul. He was convinced he would be presented to God as a warrior-king anyway. But he told me to confine myself to the sleeping quarters and the chapel until the morning, and to avoid Wilfrid for the remainder of the Synod. 
 
      
 
    The arguments about the day’s debate still rumbled on and exploded into raised voices from time to time, but it all gradually petered out and I went to bed early. A good night’s sleep would cool most tempers. 
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    A Poisoned Chalice 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Despite his doubts, Cedd was in a good mood the following day, much happier and chatting cheerfully to all and sundry. He was good company at breakfast and smiled his thanks for the cup of sweetened water he was brought. He had complained of a dry mouth the day before and was further gratified that a cup of cordial had been put on his chair in the chapel. He asked who had done it but it was none of the main party. He smiled again and offered general thanks for the thought. 
 
      
 
    Oswy entered a few minutes later than previously but no-one enquired why. He slumped into his chair and prepared himself for another heavy day of hair-splitting. He was getting decidedly bored by the whole thing and wondered if taking another concubine would have been a better course. She would have to come from the Kentish royal house, naturally, for the sake of the alliance, and the Southerners could be awkward about such things. Whatever, it was too late to stop the Synod now and so he waved the clerics to continue. Agilbert stood to speak and so did Cedd. The translator stumbled slightly as he walked to the front but seemed to recover. He rubbed his leg vigorously for a moment and prepared himself to concentrate on Agilbert’s words. 
 
      
 
    “My lord King Oswy,” Agilbert began, and Cedd translated. “I have decided - with your permission - that our case would be better served if it was made by someone who was not inconvenienced by translation. Therefore, Prior Wilfrid will speak on our behalf for the remainder of this Synod.” Oswy waited for Cedd to finish his translation - the Abbott seemed to be distracted - and then nodded his agreement. 
 
      
 
    “As the Bishop wishes,” he said, and Cedd translated. The King looked down the line to Wilfrid, who stood up. Agilbert sat down and Cedd, with a puzzled yelp, crumpled to the floor. 
 
      
 
    There was a confused buzzing around the chapel. Those at the back hadn’t seen what had happened, while those at the front weren’t sure what they had actually seen. In the melee, Colman ordered his fellow monks to hold the crowd away from the prostrate form of Cedd while I knelt to find out what was the matter. Oswy looked on and Wilfrid stood, ignored by all, wondering what sort of plot the Irish had hatched this time. 
 
      
 
    “Tell me what you feel, tell me everything,” I asked Cedd. “Are you in any pain?” 
 
      
 
    “No, no pain,” came the bewildered reply. “My legs. My legs just gave way. I can’t feel them below the knee.” I felt the Abbott’s feet: they were cold, as were his calves. 
 
      
 
    “Do you feel light-headed?” 
 
      
 
    “Not really, well, yes I do, actually, now you mention it.” 
 
      
 
    I looked at Cedd’s legs and feet with urgency, using the little power I had to divine illness. 
 
      
 
    There were threads of an evil green colour, following the course of his veins up his legs. I knew what had happened. Colman came and knelt on one knee beside me and asked the question. I glanced about to see how closely we were observed. 
 
      
 
    “Make no reaction, it’s important,” I whispered, Colman nodded. “He’s been poisoned.” 
 
      
 
    “Poi-” he started to exclaim, and turned it into “Poi-poor brother Cedd! What must we do?” 
 
      
 
    “He must be taken immediately - and very gently - over to our sleeping quarters. Or the infirmary, if there is space. It would be better, and he can be guarded,” I whispered. “Speak to Abbess Hilda and make the arrangements as soon as it can be done.” Colman nodded and drew away. “Chad,” I called, and Cedd’s brother came from holding back the crowd, deeply concerned. “Stay here a moment with your brother. I have some arrangements to make.” Chad nodded and knelt on the floor, taking his brother’s hand to comfort him. 
 
      
 
    I walked over and stood before the King, who was waiting patiently for an explanation. I went as close as I dared and spoke as quietly as I could. 
 
      
 
    “My Lord,” I bowed briefly, “Abbott Cedd has been taken seriously ill and cannot continue his duties. I am the reserve translator, which Bishop Agilbert will require in order to understand proceedings.” Oswy’s eyebrows rose in query. So? “I’m also the healer of our group. May I ask you in your goodness to suspend proceedings until I have had the chance to examine my brother closely and prescribe treatment for him?” Oswy regarded me closely. 
 
      
 
    “What is the abbot’s incapacity?” he asked firmly, and loudly enough for those nearby to hear. All, including Wilfrid and Agilbert, leaned forward to hear the reply. “Excessive fasting?” I didn’t smile. 
 
      
 
    “No, sir,” I said seriously. “It’s more complicated, and I need time to find out exactly what ails him.” My level gaze met the King’s penetrating stare. Oswy could tell that he would get no more out of me in a public forum. He stood and addressed the crowd. 
 
      
 
    “Due to the indisposition of Abbott Cedd, this Synod is suspended for the rest of the morning.” To me he spoke quietly, “Find out the cause and report to me in my chambers in no more than an hour. I will expect definite answers.” I bowed acknowledgement and stepped aside as the King swept out. “Guards! Clear the chapel of the crowd!” he called, and the guards set to with a will. A group of four monks from the monastery had arrived with a stretcher and had placed it on the floor beside Cedd, who looked as if he was about to pull himself on to it. 
 
      
 
    “No!” I cried, “Cedd, no, you must not move yourself at all. It will cause you more harm. Brothers, lift him carefully - very carefully - and put him on the stretcher, then take him as gently as you possibly can to - where is he going?” I was told that a cell had been made ready in the infirmary. “Good. I’ll be along directly. I have to get my bag and medicines.” They did as they were instructed and I looked around for something I wanted to examine - and there it was. The cup that had been so thoughtfully provided for Cedd. It was lying on its side, under his chair and all the liquid had drained out of it. I stowed it away under my robe and followed the stretcher bearers out of the chapel and into the yard, where the crowd still milled about in confusion and curiosity. The words ‘a judgement from God: it is God’s message’ could be heard here and there. I tried to locate the source but it was impossible. A way was cleared and the bearers proceeded slowly, as instructed, but unimpeded. I went off at a run to my sleeping quarters and collected my bag. 
 
      
 
    I retrieved the cup in the dark and quiet of our dormitory, settled myself down, closed my eyes to calm myself and then took a deep sniff, held it, and considered the aromas I experienced. 
 
      
 
    Cedd’s hand. Cedd was distinctive, not unpleasant. A little sweet, which indicated an over-long fast. Probably when he was granted the land at Lastingham. No more fasting for him until he was fully fit. 
 
      
 
    A short sniff. Wood, from the beaker itself. 
 
      
 
    Another sniff. There was a particular scent that was in the stones hereabout, and it was detectable, quite noticeable. 
 
      
 
    Sniff. Berries, old, last year’s store. And apples. The flavouring for the cordial. 
 
      
 
    Sniff again. Gorse. Blossoms would have fallen into the stream from which the water had been drawn. 
 
      
 
    Sniff. There was the scent of honeysuckle and briar, strong scents. They gave the water a more pleasant taste but I felt they’d been added to cover something else. Sniff. 
 
      
 
    Sniff, and sniff again. Something else, something that jarred with the others. A tall plant came to mind. Sage green. Furry stem. Some purple. Angular, pointed leaves. Small, angular flowers. Like stars in the night sky, bunched together, and bunched again. 
 
      
 
    Hemlock! 
 
      
 
    I shoved the cup back in my robe, grabbed my bag of medicines, ran to the infirmary and was directed to a small room at the end of the corridor. Aeldred and Aeldwin were there; the younger of the two seemed to be complaining about being ejected from his accommodation. His superior was trying to calm him, ineffectually. 
 
      
 
    “There is a sick man in there. His need is greater than that of a fit young novice,” I said sternly as I rushed towards them. Aeldwin opened his mouth to speak, saw who it was, and shut it like a trap. I brushed past and closed the door behind me. Cedd lay on the bed, still looking confused. Colman and Chad were making him comfortable. 
 
      
 
    “Anselm! You’re here,” Cedd exclaimed weakly. “What’s wrong with me?” I took a breath. Honesty was the best policy. 
 
      
 
    “Cedd, my friend, you’ve been poisoned.” Two gasps and a sob followed the announcement. “I know what by. I’ve found your cup and was able to discern what it is. I can keep you alive but you must do exactly,” I repeated the word for emphasis, “exactly what I say. Keep your movements to a minimum, because the slightest exertion will spread the poison round your body and kill you. I will prepare a draft to make you vomit first, then another to help you to sleep, and mix with it something that will fight the poison. Chad, can you go and get me three cups, a large bag of salt, a bucket and a pitcher of water? Draw the water with your own hand, from a fresh supply. Now?” Chad nodded and went. “And I will arrange for leeches to be applied to your legs, where the poison seems to be doing most damage at the moment, to drain what can be drained.” 
 
      
 
    “Why? Why poison me? Or was it an accident?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure, but I don’t think so, I’m afraid. Why? Well, that can wait. I’ll find out. Right now, we have to stop it killing you. The rest we can deal with later.”   
 
      
 
    Chad returned with the three cups, a pitcher and a bag full of salt. At my request he poured water into two of the cups; I thanked him and prepared the salt water - a fifty-fifty mixture. 
 
      
 
    “Can’t I just stick my fingers down my throat?” Cedd asked. 
 
      
 
    “This first. Salt has antiseptic qualities, as well as making you vomit. Drink.” The patient did as he was told. “All of it. Now.” He put his fingers towards his mouth. “No, not yet. Let it mix, to dilute the poison itself and to make it easier for you to vomit. Just a couple of moments.” Cedd flopped back on his bed and rubbed his temples and forehead with one hand. “Headache?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, and a...a...I feel drowsy. And numb.” I nodded and opened my medicine bag. I selected some dried nettle, dandelion and lemon balm and powdered them together in the third, dry cup, then added some of my own post-Vision medicine and diluted the mixture with a quarter of a cup of water. I put it on the small nightstand and sat down beside the bed, reached for the bucket and gently pulled Cedd up to a sitting position. 
 
      
 
    “Time to evacuate your stomach.” With my help, and Colman and Chad to empty the bucket and replenish the water so that there was something to bring up, we did just that. Such a procedure is never pleasant but if the choice is literally life or death, it must and will be done. It left Cedd feeling weaker and with a headache rendered worse by the strain. When it appeared that his stomach had settled, I got the drink of medicine. 
 
      
 
    “Drink this now,” I told Cedd, and helped him up to a sitting position. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “It smells bad, tastes foul and will keep you alive. Drink it.” Cedd complied, and pulled a face. “Now you can have some water to get rid of the taste and the gritty bits.” I helped him to that as well, then laid him gently back on his bed. “Now comes the hard part. I have to use the little healing power I have to get your body to fight the poison. Lie back and relax. But first -” I turned to Chad and Colman “ - I heard talk in the yard of God’s judgement. See if you can strangle it at birth.” The two looked at each other and Colman agreed to go. “Colman, I’ll need to speak to you later.” The Abbott said that he was available whenever I wanted and I turned back to my patient. “Close your eyes, Cedd. I want you to picture some things.” I stood, took a deep breath to steady myself and started to talk in a steady, forceful, monotonous voice that brooked no interference. Chad looked on the while, feeling helpless but hopeful that his brother might be saved.  
 
      
 
    “Your body is under attack. Picture the attack. See the attack. Your body is being invaded. It has been invaded. See the invaders. They are an army. It is an army. See the army. It is filled with hatred for all living things. They creep forward, advancing slowly, filled with hate. They are gathering in your stomach, that is their base. They are crowded, they can get out only slowly. They must be stopped. You must stop them. You can stop them. Seal your stomach, close the gates, wall them up.” I breathed deeply and paused to see what effect my words were having. Cedd was lying still, eyes closed, lips moving silently. 
 
      
 
    “Seal them up, close the gates, shut the walls.” Cedd mouthed the words in response. “Seal them up, close the gates, shut the walls,” I repeated. 
 
      
 
    I continued with the spell to marshall his body’s own defences, getting him to picture an army of gold and brown forming up and marching to confront the poisonous enemy. After a few minutes I stopped and watched the Abbott again. He was mouthing my last few sentences; I nodded. It was as much as I could do, for now.  
 
      
 
    I told Chad that I had to go and report to Oswy, and that I would be back as soon as possible. 
 
      
 
    “Will he live?” I took a breath and looked away before answering. 
 
      
 
    “Chad, I can’t say at the moment. I honestly don’t know. I’m sorry I can’t say more than that.” I put my hand on the other’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. You must pray for him. I know that prayer will help. And pray for me, too, that I can help him. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” Chad nodded and bent to sit by his brother. His face was knotted with concern and his eyes were filling with tears. I gave him a rhyming chant to repeat, quietly and firmly, to help reinforce the resistance. He nodded shortly and I left. 
 
      
 
    As soon as I entered his chamber, Oswy stood and made for the room at the back, waving me after him. I pushed purposefully past the queries, spoken and unspoken, and followed. Godwin closed the door and joined us. Oswy spoke. 
 
      
 
    “No ceremonial, no thees and thous, no excess. Tell me what’s going on.” 
 
      
 
    “Abbott Cedd has been poisoned.” The two Englishmen started. “The poison is Hemlock. It was in his water.” 
 
      
 
    “Who has done this?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know at the moment, but if you give me time I will find out. I have certain abilities that will help. I think it would be better if it was left to me for the time being, rather than putting your soldiers on the case. I can assure you I will ask for your help if and when I need it.” Oswy had raised an eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    “Certain abilities, eh? I thought there was something about you. Now, you have told me what you know and don’t know. Tell me what you think.” 
 
      
 
    “Right now, I don’t know what to think. Enmities and anger have been released by this Synod. I don’t know even from which camp this deed has emanated.” 
 
      
 
    “Surely not your own?” 
 
      
 
    “Sadly, I can’t eliminate that possibility. In this charged atmosphere anything is possible.” Oswy considered the answer. 
 
      
 
    “It would be best, then, if the Synod is brought to a conclusion as soon as possible. I can’t declare for either side yet. My Queen has to be as convinced as I of the right path, and she isn’t, not yet. Not enough to shake off her chaplain at any rate. That’s confidential, by the way. When can you resume?” 
 
      
 
    “My Lord, I appreciate and agree the need for as much haste as can be. But I would ask your indulgence for the rest of the day.” 
 
      
 
    “The rest of the day!” Godwin exclaimed. I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I need to be with my patient.” The two of them looked astounded. 
 
      
 
    “He’s still alive?” Oswy demanded. “I thought you’d want a period of mourning!” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he is still alive. I have some skill.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you,” It dawned on Oswy that I was a force with which he was unfamiliar and he suddenly felt nervous. This man was more than “something fey”. He swallowed. “Can you cure him? Of hemlock poisoning?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. To be honest, I don’t think so. I think I can keep him alive but a cure may be beyond me. I’ll need help for that.” This made Oswy and Godwin even more nervous. 
 
      
 
    “From where will this help come?” 
 
      
 
    “Human help, I assure you,” I smiled. “There will be no heavenly visitations to disturb the peace of the monastery or its visitors.” The two of them sighed with relief. “There is someone whose skill may be sufficient to help him recover. I will send for him.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll place a messenger at your disposal. Tell him where to go, on my authority.” 
 
      
 
    “That won’t be necessary. I have,” I smiled again, grimly, “other means.” Oswy gave me one of his keen looks. 
 
      
 
    “What manner of man are you, master monk? Angel or demon? Are you man at all?” I was briefly nervous in my turn; superstition can make otherwise rational men behave in an irrational manner. I took a breath and answered calmly. 
 
      
 
    “I’m a man, as much of a man as yourself. God endowed me with certain Gifts, as He has endowed you. To you He gave great courage and ability in battle, as well as the skill to rule a fractious and disputatious kingdom. To me He gave Gifts of the mind. We have been blessed in different ways. That’s all.” 
 
      
 
    “I may have some use for you and your Gifts in the future. A King needs a perceptive adviser close at hand.” 
 
      
 
    “You already have one,” I answered levelly and I felt Godwin relax, “and most of the time you would find my Gift of less benefit than you may think. For the most part, it comes unbidden and wrapped in symbols, dreams and obscurity and then stays obstinately away when asked for. My healing skills are minor and mostly dispensed for the benefit of ordinary people, who have no surgeons or physicians to attend them.” 
 
      
 
    “Still, maybe,” he began, then lapsed into thoughtful silence. 
 
      
 
    “May I return to Abbott Cedd? And may we have the rest of this day?” The King jerked out of his reverie. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes, yes, go on. I’ll suspend the Synod until tomorrow, three hours after dawn. If you need more time, call on me before then. I wish the Abbott a speedy recovery.” I bowed my thanks and hurried back to the infirmary and my patient. 
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    The Druid 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a commotion in the corridor outside Cedd’s room. Chad was physically restraining two monks, who were trying to get to his brother. 
 
      
 
    “You will not touch him! Get away!” 
 
      
 
    “What is going on here?” I demanded. “This is the house of the sick, not a bar-room for brawling! Stop that, all of you! The patient needs peace and quiet!” The three separated at my voice and the two - who I didn’t know, they were not from the Lindisfarne party - turned to me. 
 
      
 
    “On Abbess Hilda’s orders, we are here to tend to the patient. This - this ruffian is preventing us.” 
 
      
 
    “That ruffian is the patient’s brother, in fact as well as in Christ. He is concerned about him and two strangers are objects of suspicion. Abbess Hilda’s help is most welcome,” I continued, more calmly, “but I will decide how my patient is to be treated. What do you have with you?” I asked. I rejected most of their lotions, potions and cordials as well-meaning but useless - and not just in this case - but I welcomed the leeches they’d brought. “Good, good. I was going to send for these anyway. You’ve done us a service. Thank you. Please apply them to his legs, six to each, and be prepared to replace them as they fall off. He needs a lot of relief.”  
 
      
 
    Abbess Hilda herself arrived in the infirmary a few moments later and the earlier argument looked like it was about to be rekindled. I persuaded her out of the room and explained all that had transpired, including the suspension of the Synod for the day. The Abbess was horrified to learn of the poisoning and wanted to know who the perpetrators were. I calmed her down and said that I would find out, as soon as I could leave the patient.  
 
      
 
    “I knew you were unusual, Anselm, but I had no idea you were so blessed. Have a care, show us no more Gifts from your quiver, or there will be those who won’t let you leave us.” To her monks, she said “Follow Brother Anselm’s orders. To the letter. If he says stay, you stay. If he says go, you go. If he says jump through a hoop of fire, dancing as you go, do it or answer to me.” She turned again to me. “I won’t get in your way, I’ve plenty to do. And now the Synod will be extended.” 
 
      
 
    “Not by much, if at all. I think its conclusion will be Friday at the latest, probably tomorrow. Oswy is almost ready to make a decision.” 
 
      
 
    “I had hoped for today. Agilbert has taken his time appointing Wilfrid to speak. I don’t think he likes him. The next session will make or break us. All of us.” With that she went to organise her many other duties.  
 
      
 
    I had my own to perform. I went in search of Colman as I had to get his permission for the first of them, and discuss the best route for the second. I found him in the Chapel, deep in thought, and disturbed him reluctantly. We came out and went to a quite spot by the chicken pens and sat on the low wall. The clucking of the birds would confuse the hearing of any who may try to eavesdrop. I gave the same response to the Abbott’s question as I had when it was posed by Oswy. 
 
      
 
    “I think - no, I believe I can keep him alive for a while. Perhaps for some time. But he needs constant attention. I need help for a cure.” 
 
      
 
    “Where from? Who shall we send for?” 
 
      
 
    “This’s what I need to ask you. The best Healer I know, or know of, one with a powerful Gift, is in Strathclyde.” 
 
      
 
    “Who’s that? Apart from Whithorn, there are hardly any Christian monks in that kingdom. I know all of that community, either personally or by recommendation. I’m not aware of any Healers who have a skill so much greater than your own.” 
 
      
 
    “The one I have in mind is not there.” 
 
      
 
    “Where then? A hermit? Who is it?” I took a deep breath, then I took another one for good measure. I wasn’t sure how Colman would react. 
 
      
 
    “The one I have in mind is not a Christian. He’s a Druid. He’s the highest Druid in the kingdom. He advises the King himself.”  
 
      
 
    Colman looked horrified. 
 
      
 
    “A pagan? A Druid? To come here? At this time?” I was prepared for this. 
 
      
 
    “I know of no other who has the Gift in such abundance, nor the skill to apply it.” 
 
      
 
    “Is there no other way? What about the Romans? Should we not consider them in this situation? At least they are Christians.” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt if the Romans have or know of anyone like this Druid. They regard these Gifts of ours with the deepest suspicion, you knowghat. They try to deny they even exist.” Colman nodded reluctant agreement. “Just by the by, I have detected in Agilbert something of the Sight, which is unusual for someone who isn’t from Britain, but I think he’s unaware. And he wouldn’t thank me for telling him. No,” I continued, “I’m virtually certain we won’t get any help from that quarter, not the degree of help we need. It has to be the Druid, I’m afraid.” Colman sighed in his turn. 
 
      
 
    “Is there no other way? Can you not do it with our help and prayers?” I shook my head and repeated my earlier statement. “Very well. Send for Dyfrig.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, it isn’t Dyfrig. He’s gone, remember, I told you. I don’t know where. This is an old friend of mine from Erin, although he’s originally from Gwynedd. His name is Ieuan.” Colman raised his eyebrows. 
 
      
 
    “Do you trust him?” 
 
      
 
    “I trust him to help Cedd recover.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. If it is the only way. Who shall we send that can be trusted to speak to him alone? You decide, and ask for a horse from Hilda. And hurry, by the time a messenger gets to Dumbarton and your friend gets here, two weeks will have passed. Has Cedd got that long?” 
 
      
 
    “Oswy has already offered me a horse and messenger, but we don’t have time. And anyway, I’m not sure if Ieuan would respond to someone else, even if they came in my name. I will call him myself.” 
 
      
 
    “How?” Colman regarded me with something approaching suspicion. 
 
      
 
    “We’re old friends. I can establish a mental link.” I hope, I said to myself. Colman took a long time before answering and even then it came from him with reluctance. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I’m not happy about it, not happy at all, but very well. Tell him to come dressed as one of us. We don’t want anyone to know we’ve summoned a Druid to help us, and by mind alone. That would be all we need. The Romans would go berserk and the people would go back to blood sacrifice by sunrise.” He paused, and looked quizzically at me. “He may be able to help you with the other matter, may he not?” 
 
      
 
    “He might, now you mention it,” I suddenly felt cold and I shivered. “He may at that. Maybe God had this in mind all along?” I smiled up at the Abbott. 
 
      
 
    “Now don’t you start,” Colman replied and rolled his eyes, “if you voice belief in predestination then we’re lost for certain!” But he smiled, too. “Be discreet, Anselm. And get him to make his stay as short as possible. Deception makes me uncomfortable. And say nothing to anyone of this.” 
 
      
 
    Colman went off to confirm that the talk of a Sign from God had been effectively strangled. I headed to the hilltop for peace to make my contact. I looked around and there was no-one to be seen, but to be on the safe side I went to the shelter of some small trees that had grown up around the brook at the bottom of the valley. 
 
      
 
    I sat down and composed myself, emptying my mind of everything. Before I started I offered a prayer for success. 
 
      
 
    I entered a realm of darkness: complete, utter, total darkness. For a moment there was a wave of panic. I reminded myself that I was in control and started again. 
 
      
 
    There was darkness, warm, comforting, soft as velvet. I hung in the darkness between stars, between worlds and between minds. I could hang there forever but I felt a prick of urgency: I had a task to perform. I looked around for my body and was aware of myself, but I held back from it: I was not going back yet. I looked for another mind, a particular presence. 
 
      
 
    My orb was filled with sparks of life. Most were random, flashing by, unaware of me, or that they were not the one I sought. One or two turned towards me with query - I examined them briefly and sent refusal. I looked deeper. 
 
      
 
    There was the fire. Beyond it lay my heart’s desire, I knew - but not now, not yet, not yet - and there was stone, a face of impenetrable rock which spread in all directions and to the ends of the Universe and beyond. There was no way past, no way through. I searched for an eternity until I found the door. I knew this was the place and didn’t consider why. I examined the door. It was massive, bolted and bossed and sealed with iron. There was fear in me: beyond the door lay madness, or I thought there was. I remembered a door beyond which there was madness. Was this it? I hesitated. My fear was in my memory. This was not, could not be the door behind which madness lay. 
 
      
 
    I called: Ieuan. 
 
      
 
    Nothing, no response. 
 
      
 
    I knocked on the door. 
 
      
 
    Ieuan. 
 
      
 
    No response. 
 
      
 
    I boomed on the door with hands like hammers. 
 
      
 
    Ieuan, it is I. 
 
      
 
    The door opened! A crack. 
 
      
 
    Who is it? 
 
      
 
    It is I. Anselm. 
 
      
 
    I know you not. And the door started to close, sealing me out. 
 
      
 
    I was Ciaran. 
 
      
 
    The door opened slightly. Ciaran? 
 
      
 
    Ieuan, it is Ciaran. I need your help. 
 
      
 
    Again? The door opened more. I could see part of a face, the rest may be Ieuan’s. What is it. 
 
      
 
    There is the threat of death here. Great sickness. 
 
      
 
    You can deal with it.  
 
      
 
    It is too much. It overwhelms me. (I remembered the sea overwhelming me...somewhere.) I cannot do it.  
 
      
 
    A hand reached out of the darkness and touched my face. Ciaran. The door opened wider. It was Ieuan. He looked wary still. 
 
      
 
    Ciaran. I will come to help you. 
 
      
 
    Come urgently. To the Christian monastery at Whitby. Dress as a Christian. Time is short. I need your help. 
 
      
 
    Ciaran. I will come to help you. Then the door closed but I knew it would open to me for Eternity. We were connected. 
 
      
 
    I withdrew, and returned through the sparks of life and a warm, velvet darkness, to a small wood  
 
      
 
    at the foot of a hill in Northumbria. I was sweating, cold and exhausted. And I had a headache, a screaming headache. I reached into my bag for my medicine and took a draft. I stayed where I was for the few moments to allow the little magic to take effect, then I returned to the infirmary to check on Cedd. 
 
      
 
    He was sleeping peacefully but his body temperature was rising. I looked into him and saw that the heat was being generated by the battle between the poison and his body’s defences. I prepared another draft of medicine, taking the time on this occasion to infuse the additional herbs in hot water, that the goodness may be absorbed more quickly by my patient. I strained it and mixed the liquor with some of my own medicine and left it by the bedside, with instructions to Chad to administer it when his brother next awoke. I then went to report to Colman. Over the wall I saw Wilfrid speaking to Cuthbert in the yard but they had disappeared by the time I got to the spot. I wasn’t happy about Cuthbert speaking to anyone outside our community in his present state, and particularly not Wilfrid. I would’ve liked to know what they were saying to each other. 
 
      
 
    I found Colman in the chapel again and told him I’d contacted Ieuan. 
 
      
 
    “When do you expect him?” 
 
      
 
    “Within a week, all being well.” 
 
      
 
    “Did you tell him to come dressed as one of us? What did he say?” 
 
      
 
    “I told him. I think all will be well.” 
 
      
 
    “It must be strange...” I queried to encourage the Abbott. “Talking to someone that way.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not really talking. Just ideas and images, mind to mind. Like when you dream, I suppose. It isn’t the same as us talking here now.” Colman nodded, but couldn’t really grasp something so far outside his own experience. 
 
      
 
    “When will the Synod resume?” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll have to go back and stay by Cedd. He needs my help to fight the poison. With any luck, we can resume tomorrow morning.” 
 
      
 
    “What about the Romans, now that Wilfrid will be their spokesman?” 
 
      
 
    “Hilda thinks he will make or break us.” 
 
      
 
    “But he’s so young! He’s only - what - twenty-odd? He can’t know enough, or have enough knowledge, or experience, or...” Colman’s voice faded. I looked embarrassed. 
 
      
 
    “Remember I helped him to learn fast, to read and understand. He has enough knowledge. And even if I hadn’t, you may be wrong - he was always talented, very talented. And he’s thirty, no longer the young novice who left with your blessing on his journey, and never came back. Cuthbert’s not much older and you let him go off evangelising on his own, you have done for years. Hilda knows Wilfrid better than we do. She believes he can sway the Synod. 
 
      
 
    “She may well be right. And you’re right, as well. I forget it’s been so long. He knows us better than Agilbert and he’s very bright, as you say,” Colman replied. Cuthbert came into the chapel at that moment. “Ah, Cuthbert. It’s good to see you. I’m sorry I haven’t been with you. How are you feeling? Are you all right?”  
 
      
 
    “Yes,” he replied. 
 
      
 
    “We were talking about the Synod. Wilfrid will be speaking when we resume. We may need you to participate.” I was surprised at this: Cuthbert, when well, had the oratorical power to at least match Wilfrid, and a command of teaching that could possibly outmatch him but he was still not right. He had taken no real part even in our private discussions and he was still very distracted. It would be a risky strategy to involve him. “Will you be able?” 
 
      
 
    “I know what to do.” 
 
      
 
    “Good, good.” Cuthbert threw himself prostrate before the altar. Colman was nonplussed. He started to say something but the figure on the floor was oblivious to him. I drew him outside. 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure about involving Cuthbert? He isn’t well, and his sickness is in his mind. He’s tormented and confused.” 
 
      
 
    “I’ll avoid it if I can,” the Abbott replied, “but we may need him. Wilfrid may sway the crowd and the King. Cuthbert has a better touch with the people than I: he can relate complex ideas into simple language.” 
 
      
 
    This was true but I was uneasy. It was a relief that Cuthbert now seemed to be more in control of himself - no longer asking to be told what to do - but whether he was ready for a public forum yet was very much open to debate. However, Colman was right; we may have no choice.  
 
      
 
    Whatever the outcome, I had a more immediate demand on my time: Cedd. I returned to the infirmary and found him stirring. Chad went off to refresh himself and fetch some food for the three of us - strained chicken and vegetable soup for Cedd. I dosed the invalid up again and looked into his body.  
 
      
 
    The poison was still spreading but its progress had been slowed dramatically. I called Hilda’s monks to change the leeches which, full of poisoned blood themselves, were losing vigour and dying, then repeated the hypnotic ritual I’d gone through a few hours before. I settled to watch over the Abbott and kept a light mental touch that would warn me if there was a sudden relapse or crisis. It would be demanding time until Ieuan arrived, and I had translation duties to attend to as well. I closed my eyes and snatched a short sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I shivered awake in a cold early morning light. I felt as if a shadow had passed over my soul. I sat up and rubbed my eyes wearily and looked to Cedd, who was sleeping peacefully now, thank God. Through the last twelve hours he had tossed and turned, burning up with fever as his body had threatened to succumb to the effects of the poison within it. I had been obliged to intervene to a greater extent than I’d felt capable or competent of, deep into territory where I feared I would do more harm than good. I had truly been a wanderer in a strange country, without maps or signposts to guide me. The mental strain had been intense and exhausting. The battle had been won in the short term but it would be hard work keeping Cedd alive until help, in the shape of Ieuan, arrived. 
 
      
 
    Exhausted or no, I was awake now and had to get some food. Before I left I checked the leeches on my brother monk’s legs: three had fallen off one shin, two off the other. Dead and drying out already. Ideally, I would have liked to replace them but if too much blood was taken Cedd would be just as dead as if the poison had got him. He mustn’t be weakened so much by blood loss that he was unable to fight the poison itself. 
 
      
 
    I went to the door and found one of Hilda’s monks sitting outside, with Chad stretched out on the floor asleep. The strain of the night’s vigil had been too much for him as well. I motioned the monk into the room. 
 
      
 
    “Watch over him. Any change - any at all – you are to call Chad immediately, and send for me. Any change at all. You are not to attempt treatment yourself. Do you understand?” He nodded and I crept quietly off to the refectory to find some food. 
 
      
 
    The sun was weak and watery, seeming to suck warmth from the Earth rather than giving it as I walked across the yard. I shivered in the cold and was surprised to see that others seemed to be unaffected: hoods were thrown back and some had even thrown off their cloaks, at this early hour, and the sun so weak! Some people were obviously inspired by little more than the sun’s mere presence. 
 
      
 
    A rider was approaching from the west, where there was still a trace of the dark that hadn’t yet fled from the advancing light. Whoever it was, he was in a hurry. He was elderly, dressed like a Celtic monk with thin white hair falling down his back. He came straight in to the yard and was waved through by the relaxed guards. He rode up to the main buildings, dismounted stiffly and carefully wrapped the reins over a hitching rail. He turned and looked me straight in the face. 
 
      
 
    “Ieuan! My God, how did you get here so fast?” I ran to greet my friend, clasped his hand and pulled him to me. “You must’ve ridden on the wings of the dawn!”  
 
      
 
    “I set off as soon as I received your call. I’m pleased to see you well.” He returned the one-armed hug. “I thought you were drowning.” 
 
      
 
    “That was the week before last. Did you see me?” 
 
      
 
    “The week before last? Then I am late. I only got your call last Friday.” 
 
      
 
    “Friday! But I only called you yesterday, less than a day ago! How can this be?”  
 
      
 
    “Had you remained faithful to Druidism, your nurturing faith, Ciaran,” Ieuan said in Gaelic, “these things wouldn’t surprise you. Time is not a straight line, it is just that we perceive it to be so in our normal lives.” A couple of Celtic tonsures turned at the word ‘Druidism’. 
 
      
 
    “Careful please, Ieuan,” I said in a low voice, “there are a lot of Gaelic speakers here. And remember my name.” 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” he whispered. “So why have you called me? You seem to be in no danger.” 
 
      
 
    “Come and have a quick breakfast and I’ll tell you.” We’d reached the refectory and prepared ourselves a meal of fruit, cheese, bread and water. I continued in a low voice as we sat down. “The problem is not with me: one of my brothers has been poisoned.” Ieuan barely reacted. 
 
      
 
    “Why call me? What is one of you to me? There are bonds of friendship between us, Anselm, but I am not a Chr - one of you, and I don’t like what your Church is doing to us. Some of my brothers are being persecuted, even tortured and killed by your lot. To be quite honest, had I known you weren’t threatened I wouldn’t have come.” I shivered. I felt very cold. 
 
      
 
    “Ieuan, you have the Gift of Healing, in greater abundance than I have ever seen, anywhere. Are you not obliged - even by your own tenets - to give aid if you can to all who need it?” Ieuan didn’t quite shrug. After a moment he nodded briefly. I shivered again - I really was very, very cold, and couldn’t understand why others seemed to find it so warm. “We can argue our cases another time. And it’s not ‘our lot’ who are persecuting you, or rather, I’d be surprised if it was. We would rather convert you. It’s more likely to be the Romans, who we are here to contend with. Anyway,” I went on, “I need your help. One of my brothers has been poisoned. 
 
      
 
    With what?” 
 
      
 
    “Hemlock.” 
 
      
 
    “Deliberate?” 
 
      
 
    “I think so, but I don’t see what bearing it has on his cure.” 
 
      
 
    “Just interested to see how brotherly love and Christian charity is expressed in these difficult times. Is he still alive?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but weakened. I left him sleeping quietly a quarter of an hour ago. But last night was bad, very hard. We nearly lost him.” 
 
      
 
    “Is he important?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he is important to God, as even you are. Ieuan, you’re not very friendly today. What is it?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m tired, after a long and hard ride. I’m sorry.” He made a visible effort and composed his grizzled features into a smile. He took the last of his bread and cheese, washed it down with the last of his water and stood up. “Come on, let’s see what we can do about this humble but important Man of God, who has attracted the wrath of his brother.” 
 
      
 
    We went over to the infirmary and I sent Chad and the Whitby monk out of the room while Ieuan investigated. It took him only a few moments, then he stood and spoke to me with something of the old affection in his voice. 
 
      
 
    “You’ve done well, Anselm, very well indeed. He’s suffered a major attack of poison. He should by rights have been dead less than an hour after he was dosed.” 
 
      
 
    “Can you save him? Cure him I mean?” Ieuan smiled, with little humour. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can cure him, although it will take time. I’ll need some items, if you can arrange them.” 
 
      
 
    “So long as they don’t include chicken entrails I think we can probably get all you need. They seem to have a well-stocked apothecarium here.” I called the monk into the room. To Ieuan I said, “Tell him what you need,” and to the other I said, “get everything brother Ieuan asks you for. I have an errand to run.” 
 
      
 
    “Anselm,” Ieuan called to me, and I asked what he wanted. “I don’t speak English.” I smacked my head for a fool and translated the list of the Druid’s requirements to the monk, who did as was bidden. 
 
      
 
    As I left, I woke Chad and sent him in to assist Ieuan in any way he could. Then I went off to beg the King’s indulgence once again. As I left the shadow of the infirmary I noticed it was getting rapidly warmer and, by the time I reached Oswy’s office, I was actually breaking into a sweat. I was admitted into the royal presence and followed him to the private chamber, as before. Without preliminaries, He asked when the Synod could resume. 
 
      
 
    “My Lord, I would ask your indulgence until this afternoon.” He asked why. “Help has arrived and he is dealing with Abbott Cedd now. It is for myself and Prior Chad that I ask your leave to delay a few more hours: he and I are exhausted, he by concern and giving what help he could, and I by my intervention. Last night was very difficult, we almost lost him. A few hours more is all we ask.” 
 
      
 
    “Do we need you? Can’t we proceed without you?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m the only translator who speaks all four languages here.” I swayed slightly as my exhaustion threatened to overwhelm me. Oswy regarded me carefully, appraisingly, then he nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Very well Magister, you shall have your rest. I see you’ve earned it. Till half an hour after luncheon then. Go and sleep.” I bowed my thanks and made straight for the our sleeping quarters. 
 
      
 
    I was ready to throw myself onto my pallet when I became aware of someone else in the building, sitting quietly in the darkness and, I thought, trying to conceal himself. I knew who it was. 
 
      
 
    “Come on and show yourself,” I called, a little impatiently. I was very tired. A darker shape moved in the darkness and stepped into the dim light. “Mungo. Good morning. I’m ready to go to sleep. I apologise if I was short with you, I’m very tired.” Mungo nodded and made to leave - but I stopped him with a light touch. I looked into the younger man’s face and I knew. “Maybe there’s something you want to tell me.” The zealot shook his head vigorously. 
 
      
 
    “No, nothing,” he said and made to leave. I tightened my grip. 
 
      
 
    “Mungo, I am Anselm. You have met me before, and you may have heard of my reputation. Don’t make me drag it out of you. It will be much, much easier to confess, I can assure you.” I could feel him trembling through his robe. 
 
      
 
    “I have nothing to confess.” He tried to press on again but the doorway darkened as a third person entered the room. The newcomer looked from me to him. 
 
      
 
    “What’s going on here?” Colman asked quietly. 
 
      
 
    “Brother Mungo is having difficulty in accepting responsibility and facing up to his sin,” I replied, “and he seems to think that he can retreat into silence.” Colman turned inquiringly to the young zealot, whose jaw muscles were bulging with tension. 
 
      
 
    “I have not sinned.” 
 
      
 
    “Well,” I said, “if you’re so proud of what you’ve done, why not share your achievement with us? Look at me, Mungo.” He would not. 
 
      
 
    “I have not sinned.”  
 
      
 
    “If that is so, then tell us where Scripture justifies your action,” I pressed him. 
 
      
 
    “ ‘Woe to the shepherd that deserts his sheep!’” His eyes burned with his zeal, though he would not meet mine. 
 
      
 
    “It goes on: ‘His right eye shall be put out, and his arm shall wither.’ Have you taken to yourself the Mantle of Judgement in your arrogance?” Mungo tried to wrench his arm away but I had tight hold of it. “I can force a confession out of you and it would terrify you: do you remember the Roman novice, how frightened he was of me? All I did was look at him.” 
 
      
 
    “You have the evil eye.” 
 
      
 
    “No I do not. And I have done no wicked deed here.” 
 
      
 
    “I have done no wrong.” Colman was looking from Mungo to me in some confusion, but beginning to be afraid of what might emerge. 
 
      
 
    “Someone had better tell me what is going on. Mungo?” No response except an even greater tightening of his jaw. “Anselm?” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, for goodness’ sake. I’m tired and I can no longer be bothered to try to encourage you do the right thing, Mungo. Abbot Colman, this is the one who tried to kill Cedd, by poisoning his drink. He came as a friend and betrayed his brother: the treachery of Judas and of Cain. One of the oldest sins.” This accusation seemed to fill Mungo with rage. He heaved his arm from my grip and this time his strength was enough, but he didn’t run away. 
 
      
 
    “He is no brother of mine! He would have betrayed us to the Whore of Babylon! Coming dressed in purple and gold and riding on a scarlet beast! You saw the Anti-Christ arrive and you talk to him courteously, when he should be put to death!” Spittle formed on his lips and trickled down his chin. He stood, balanced, poised and ready for a fight. “The fine Abbott of Lastingham, unworthy to tie the laces of a beggar’s shoes, took the part of the Beast and would betray us! Now I see that you will do the same! And you -” he indicated me “- you talk to them as friends, and consort with pagans! You have betrayed us all! Judas? I see Judas before me now!” and he leaped at me, arms extended and hands like claws, making straight for the throat, his lips curled back from his teeth in a snarl. 
 
      
 
    There was no time for dancing or seeking an opportunity to subdue with minimal damage. I met the leap head on, ducked under the arms and butted upwards with my head, catching the younger man on the jaw. It hurt like fury, as it was the crown rather than my forehead that made the connection. Bone crunched on bone and Mungo lost a tooth immediately. I threw him backwards and, without waiting to see if he was subdued or not, went straight for his neck and pinched the arteries. I held my grip against the couple of moments’ struggle my adversary put up and then eased his passage to the floor as he lost consciousness. I pulled off his cord girdle and tied his hands and feet with it, swiftly and efficiently. Colman had his hand over his mouth in shock and tears were beginning to well in his eyes. Before he could speak, another voice came from the doorway. 
 
      
 
    “I though you were coming to sleep, not engage in a wrestling match.” It was King Oswy. My heart sank and the pain in my head was forgotten. How could I explain this? “I have a man with a broken collarbone who says he fell off his horse while drunk. He had to stay at an Inn for a few days until he was well enough to take the day’s ride here. I’ve fined him a week’s pay for carelessness. Is that a fair judgement, Magister Anselm?” 
 
      
 
    There was a moment’s silence as I got my breath back. 
 
      
 
    “I think your judgement will encourage him to be more cautious in future, my lord.” Oswy nodded slowly as he looked around the low wooden shed. 
 
      
 
    “A lowly place for the expression of high passions.” How much had he heard, or seen? “You were right in your observation that strong emotions have been released by this Synod, Magister. Is Abbott Cedd going to recover?” 
 
      
 
    “My friend thinks so.” 
 
      
 
    “Your friend, not your brother.” I bit my lip and Oswy rubbed his beard thoughtfully. He misses nothing. The King took three steps towards the three of us, then three back to the doorway, where he turned and spoke again, quietly. “It may be that no harm will come of these events. If that is the case, then my involvement is not necessary. I promised all clerics attending the Synod safe passage to and from Whitby, wheresoever they came from. I was thinking of Christians, but I have given my word and I will keep it.” Mungo moaned: he was coming round. “That one’s welcome has been exhausted. I leave him in your care. I don’t expect to see him again, except maybe on a horse as he leaves. The sooner this meeting is over, the better. I will see you as we arranged, Magister. Abbot.” He nodded to Colman, who bowed in return, then he left.  
 
      
 
    Colman leaned heavily against a wall and sighed. 
 
      
 
    “He knows everything, everything,” Colman exclaimed. “Oh, my God, what a pass we have come to. Murder -” 
 
      
 
    “Attempted murder,” I corrected him gently. 
 
      
 
    “Only by your intervention, Anselm. And a pagan, here, at the greatest-ever gathering of Christianity north of the Alps! Murder was intended! And we have a Druid masquerading as one of us, and now the King knows! Oh God, what a mess!” 
 
      
 
    “He’ll keep it to himself.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that, I’m not stupid,” Colman replied irritably, and was immediately contrite. “I’m sorry, brother, please forgive me. You are right, of course, the King will keep this...this dreadful, dreadful...thing to himself. But I’m almost in despair! To think, I allowed - or even encouraged this man in his bigotry! I’d mistaken it for fervour and thought I could direct it. God forgive me for my complacency and my arrogance!” He looked up at the ceiling and, through it, to Heaven. 
 
      
 
    “Do not give in to despair. Despair is the Enemy’s outrider. Despair drove Mungo to this.” 
 
      
 
    “Despair at what?” 
 
      
 
    “Despair at Cedd: he thought there was no other way to overcome his arguments than to kill him. He’s so young that he could see no other way.” Colman nodded vigorously. 
 
      
 
    “You’re right, you are right Anselm. Thank God you’re here. With Cedd poisoned and Cuthbert so strange, and Chad beside himself with concern for his brother, I am glad of your experience and wisdom.” The pain, which had been shoved into the background, reminded me that it hadn’t gone away and I rubbed my head automatically. This distressed Colman immediately and he reverted to mother hen mode. “Oh, Anselm, I’m so thoughtless! You hurt yourself, and you must be so tired! You came here to rest! Forgive me, please! I shall make amends, straightaway. Here, lie down.” 
 
      
 
    I sat and looked up at Colman’s face, was full of concern. 
 
      
 
    “What about our prisoner?” We considered Mungo, who was regarding us with anger and pain in his eyes. Blood was mixing with the spittle on his chin. He wasn’t much subdued. 
 
      
 
    “Those who lie down with whores shall be infected with their filth! You shall be judged as whoremongers and slaves of Satan! Your sins will drag you down to the pit and the righteous will laugh at your misery! The deceits and lies of the enemies of God will triumph for only a short time! He will give them dominion over the Earth but he shall set bounds on their power and they will be utterly overthrown!” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, shut up!” Colman ordered. “You’ve done enough damage for a hundred Synods and a period of quiet would be most appropriate.” 
 
      
 
    “I will not be silenced! I will stand and bear witness to the truth!” he was struggling against his bonds and the entangling robe, trying to stand. “I will declare before the World and expose the whoremasters, the fornicators with the beasts of Babylon and their servants...!” I stood and walked over to him and took his chin in a grip of iron. I forced his face round and up so that he looked directly into my eyes. He missed the one chance he had, to close his eyes and resist. Had he done so, the task would have been more difficult. He hadn’t, so he fell still almost instantly, gazing vacantly into my eyes, a vessel ready to be filled. 
 
      
 
    “You will be still, Mungo,” I told him, “you will stay here and be quiet. You will not say a word to anyone but me or Abbott Colman. Look at Abbott Colman.” I forced the youth’s head round, then back. “Me or Abbott Colman, no-one else. And you will say nothing to us unless we tell you to. Do you understand? You may answer.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes” 
 
      
 
    ‘That is good. That is good, Mungo.” The young zealot looked almost pleased, and a simple smile played around his mouth. “You will stay here, quietly. You will not attempt to go anywhere. If you need to perform your functions, you will ask Abbott Colman or me, no-one else. You will do as you are bidden. Do you understand? You may answer.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” 
 
      
 
    “Good. That is good, Mungo.” The smile again. I let him go and he sat back against the wooden wall, quiet for now. 
 
      
 
    “Will he be all right?” Colman whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Yes, he’ll be quiet now. And if I release him, he’ll be back to his normal self. Do you want that?” Colman hesitated, then nodded slowly. 
 
      
 
    “He can’t come to terms with his sin unless he is in full possession of himself. Even now, I wouldn’t have him enslaved, not even for his own good.” I agreed. 
 
      
 
    “However, I can make him more prepared to listen. I won’t interfere with his beliefs; he must modify them himself, yes. But I think it will help if he’s prepared to listen to others. He hasn’t done enough of that. He thinks he has insights worth more than anyone else’s. And now I’m going to bed.” 
 
      
 
    “Just one more thing,” Colman asked meekly, “does he need a guard?” 
 
      
 
    “It would be wise, I think - to keep the curious away as well as to keep an eye on him. Tell whoever you appoint to say that I am not to be disturbed until lunchtime, and that Mungo...” I paused, “...Mungo has had an attack of madness brought on by eating under-ripe berries and he’s been restrained for his own protection.” 
 
      
 
    “Must we still tell lies?” 
 
      
 
    “Would you rather go and tell Wilfrid that one of us tried to kill Cedd and then attacked me with murderous intent?” Colman shook his head. 
 
      
 
    “Er, no. I don’t think that would help us. I’ll do as you suggest.” At that I fell onto my bed, rolled into my blanket, and dropped into a deep sleep. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    25 
 
      
 
    A Lost Argument 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A shadow crossed the sun and I was very cold. I shivered with the cold. It crept through all my clothes and I was wearing so many, my robe, my hood, Roman vestments, a Bishop’s mitre over my hood, a crown on top of that and the King’s tunic and cloak. Why was I wearing so much? They were getting in the way, I couldn’t see straight. 
 
      
 
    Why was I so cold? There was something familiar about the cold. It was physical. It could scent me out and seek a way in. I remembered grass that was alive and writhed about my feet, seeking a way in. I wore my robe and carried my cross to keep this cold out. 
 
      
 
    “You can be attacked but you can resist. It will only get in if you invite it,” said Padhraig. “It can overcome you only if you allow it.” 
 
      
 
    The Glade. I was in the Glade again and the child was holding the ball of wool. It had come unravelled and it was wrapped about the statues all around. I could see Cedd, and Colman (smiling, of course. He was so cheerful, so good, Colman was so good) and Wilfrid and Agilbert and Mungo, Mungo wrapped up in wool as a spider wraps up her prey, and Oswy and Eanfleda and everyone, even the dead merchant and his family and the bandit and little Bedwyr, they were all there. The child held the small ball of wool up to me and looked with his sightless eyes, those gaping, bleeding wounds he had where his eyes should be! 
 
      
 
    “It’s nearly finished now,” the child said, “will you save us?” 
 
      
 
    There were hundreds of children, all with wounds where their eyes should be. 
 
      
 
    I woke in response to a gentle shaking. Colman told me it was nearly time for lunch. I nodded and reached automatically for my bag and took a draught of medicine as the headache started. Colman waited patiently while I sat for a few moments to let the medicine wear in, and then we went over to check on Mungo. He was sitting where I’d left him, slack jawed and vacant of expression. We took the young man over to the privies and, when we brought him back, I told him to sleep until evening, when we would return. 
 
      
 
    “Any word from Ieuan?” I asked 
 
      
 
    “I saw him this morning. He’s been by Cedd’s bedside for several hours. He says that the battle is turning but he needs more time. He looks very tired. And old - but you say he was a contemporary of yours? He looks older than you. Older than me, come to that.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s older than I am, by a few years.” I shivered again. I felt cold, just briefly. 
 
      
 
    “He must’ve had a hard life. This clean living is obviously good for you.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah yes, a blameless life, three square meals a day and plenty of exercise,” I smiled. 
 
      
 
    “That must be it. And the fasting, of course, to keep the body in good shape.  Don’t ever let me hear of you complaining about fasting again.” The two of us chuckled and went in to eat. 
 
      
 
    I took a plate of food over to Ieuan and found him much as Colman had reported: looking older and strained. He appreciated the food I brought. 
 
      
 
    “It’s serious, but not insurmountable.” 
 
      
 
    “Colman told me you’d said the battle had been turned.” I held my hands to my mouth and blew on my fingers. The infirmary was very cold indeed. 
 
      
 
    “Turned, aye, but not won yet. He’ll need my help for a while.” Ieuan turned and frowned for a moment at Cedd. “You must get your people to tone down the fasting. This man has done himself damage by overdoing it. His body started to eat itself a while ago.” 
 
      
 
    “I noticed that as well. I heard he’d done a marathon - forty days and forty nights, you know - when he was granted the land at Lastingham and before he established his Abbey. To prepare himself.” 
 
      
 
    “Very commendable in intent. But stupid,” Ieuan replied between mouthfuls of apple, “he’ll kill himself if he tries that again within the next few months.” 
 
      
 
    “He shouldn’t have any particular reason before Lent next year, but I’ll tell him. Now, I must get back to the Synod. I’m the translator in his absence. Oh, and Ieuan?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t it a bit cold in here?” The Druid shrugged. 
 
      
 
    “I hadn’t noticed. Probably because of the energy I’m using up. Anyway, it won’t do our invalid any harm - the battle inside him is generating enough heat to run a furnace. Coolness will help keep his temperature down. But can you arrange for me to have a drink?” 
 
      
 
    “Of course. I’ll do it now.” I gave orders to the monk at the door who went to attend to it. As he passed a colleague from Whitby he greeted him cheerfully. 
 
      
 
    “Cerdic, good afternoon. When will you be along to relieve me? I could do with some air. It’s very warm for April, don’t you think?” Cerdic agreed and said he’d be along in an hour. 
 
      
 
    Hot? I thought, they must be wearing bearskins under their robes. I was still freezing, although it got warmer as I left the infirmary. I would have to speak to Hilda: Cedd and Ieuan may be helped by the place being kept as cold as a meat-store but surely most invalids need to be kept warm. 
 
      
 
    The chapel was almost full when I arrived but the numbers were fewer than previously. The long break had cooled the ardour of some although there was a silent air of anticipation among those who had taken the trouble to attend. There was a feeling around that the shadow-boxing was over and the real meat was about to be chewed. As usual, the monks of the Irish Church were gathering informally, in ones, twos and threes and, as usual, the Romans entered in procession only after all of our party had arrived. Agilbert was wearing subdued vestments but at last looked dignified. Handing over to Wilfrid had clearly lifted a burden from his shoulders. Wilfrid himself was upright and confident, verging on proud. No - more than that. There was pride in his bearing, and supreme assurance. The break had given him time to prepare himself even more thoroughly and he obviously felt that his hour had come. Those around him were separate, apart, and the tallest of them seemed to be a foot shorter than the young Prior of Ripon. 
 
      
 
    As luck would have it, the sun chose that moment to emerge from behind the cloud that had obscured it. A shaft of light flowed through a small, high window and provided an aura of luminosity to bathe and surround the tall Saxon. Did he hesitate a moment? No - but maybe he slowed his already stately progress so as to stretch the moment out. He couldn’t have arranged it better if he’d directed the clouds himself because, as he moved on, another cloud passed before the sun and the remainder of the procession made its way in more subdued light, which left it looking shabby, dull and uninteresting.  
 
      
 
    A whisper hissed around the congregation: ‘sign!’ ‘sign!’ ‘sign!’ I could hear the word ripple from one mouth to another, from one ear to another.  
 
      
 
    Oswy arrived, all stood and the whispering stopped. He had witnessed none of Wilfrid’s little transfiguration so he wouldn’t be influenced, and he was the one who counted. If he was tense (as usual) then Eanfleda, who followed him, was twisted and warped to an extent beyond words. The moment she had sought to avoid for years was almost upon her. Beside her was Romanus, her chaplain. His presence gave her moral support although he could not be seen to touch her in public. He was still an oily creep but underneath the ambitious and self-serving slime there was beginning to form something humane: he was feeling sympathy for his patroness, not just calculating opportunism. Given time, I thought, God can bring good out of even the most unpromising material. 
 
      
 
    Oswy sat down in the throne. Eanfleda took a seat at the front of the congregation, Romanus beside her. The rest resumed their seats and Oswy stood again. I stood with him in order to translate. 
 
      
 
    “Following the unfortunate indisposition of Abbott Cedd, we’ve had an unscheduled delay in the Synod. I am happy to tell you all that the Abbot lives and is expected to make a full recovery. Our prayers are with him. He will not take any further part in the Synod and Magister Anselm will undertake translation duties. Now the delay is over I trust that matters will be concluded swiftly,” He shot an almost involuntary glance at Eanfleda, “and we can resume our normal lives. We will continue where we left off, with Prior Wilfrid of Ripon. He was about to make some points. Prior Wilfrid.” He resumed his seat and Wilfrid stood and walked purposefully to the centre of the speakers’ area, then went slightly further so that he could address both Oswy and the congregation on his own side. He would speak in English and the Gaelic speakers he left to me, so I was obliged to move further off to one side, into the shadows. Very theatrical, I thought. Just as Wilfrid was composing himself to speak I realised how hot it was in the chapel. Without thinking, I removed my hooded cowl, lifting it straight over my head and shaking my hair out to settle it. I threw the cowl to my chair and smoothed my hair back down. Wilfrid regarded me with venom in his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “Sorry,” I said, “I’m ready now.” I received a sarcastic half-bow and Wilfrid composed himself to begin. My action hadn’t been in any way premeditated but I suppressed a smile at the realisation that the Roman Prior had been put off his stride, however momentarily. 
 
      
 
    “My lord King,” Wilfrid began, “I thank you for your favour in allowing me to speak. For many years I have been eager to put the Roman case to you in person, and now that moment has arrived.” The speech was flowery and ornate but rhythmic and impressive with it. Oswy, used to the words of flatterers and orators, usually pleading with him to recognise some imaginary noble lineage and spare miserable lives, was not particularly impressed. But he did lean forward - maybe this one would at last say something meaningful. “You have heard many arguments - from both sides - concerning obscure ideas and convoluted dogmas, most of which interest me only slightly more than you. I will be brief and to the point. 
 
      
 
    “There is no doubting the piety and honesty of holy Columba, who first converted the Picts in Alba; holy Aidan, founder of Lindisfarne itself; Finan, recently dead, and all their followers. I do not suggest for one moment that they were anything other than true servants of God, and that they loved Him and served him to the utmost limit of their ability in their primitive simplicity.” There was a murmur at this choice of words. “I choose these words carefully, for primitive and simple was their faith, and no less honourable for that. The Irish Church has been separated from the mainstream of the world for hundreds of years, through the events of history. Wars and invasions have taken their toll yet, through it all, these holy fathers kept the candle of Faith burning in these windswept islands, far from the nurturing bosom of the See of Peter. For Rome itself was attacked and laid waste by hordes of Goths, Visigoths and Huns, to which troubles must be added internal strife. Had the Church in Rome been destroyed, God would have been able to rebuild His Church from its base in Erin and save it from the errors into which it has fallen. 
 
      
 
    “But Rome was not destroyed. Rome rose from the ashes of Empire and gathered to itself the finest minds in all the world. It is to Rome, not to Lindisfarne, or Iona, or Kells, or Whithorn that those who would serve God with their minds as well as their hearts are attracted. For I would ask the monks of the Irish Church this: although your Fathers were holy men, do you imagine that they, a few men in a forgotten corner of a remote island, are to be preferred before the Catholic, Universal Church of Christ throughout the world?” The murmur grew to a growl of anger. Oswy raised his hand and stood. 
 
      
 
    “Let there be no dissent! I will hear this man speak, in respectful silence, as I will hear counter-arguments from Abbot Colman. Guards! Eject any who threaten the peace of this assembly, or its speakers!” The angry noise subsided. 
 
      
 
    “I thank you, my lord.” Wilfrid continued. “I stand witness to this: I have been to Rome and have seen at first hand the grace and majesty of our Holy Mother Church there. Clerics and nuns without number, from all over the world, from Europe and Africa, from Asia and Persia, come and go every day. Pilgrims flock to the throne of Peter and right it is that it should be so, that the faithful look to the heart of our Church for guidance rather than to small, scattered and indisciplined wandering monks, whose greatest desire is to take themselves onto remote islands and cut themselves off from the world, leaving the ordinary people to stumble along in darkness. For the See of Peter engages with the world, and counts many kings and princes among its disciples. 
 
      
 
    “I was brought to Christ by my brothers of the monastery at Lindisfarne. Some of those seated here now were my teachers,” he bowed to Colman and me, “and they pointed the way in my early life of Faith. But I went to Rome. I saw the Pope and I saw the greatness of the Church in its capital. And I remembered this,” he paused and opened his Bible. There was utter silence as the congregation both obeyed Oswy’s command and hung from Wilfrid’s words. The effect was rather dramatic. 
 
      
 
    “He saith unto them, But whom say ye that I am? And Simon Peter answered and said, Thou art the Christ, the Son of the living God. And Jesus answered and said unto him, Blessed art thou, Simon Barjona: for flesh and blood hath not revealed it unto thee, but my Father which is in heaven. And I say also unto thee, that thou art Peter, and upon this rock I will build my church; and the gates of hell shall not prevail against it. And I will give unto thee the keys of the kingdom of heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt bind on earth shall be bound in heaven: and whatsoever thou shalt loose on earth shall be loosed in heaven. 
 
      
 
    “These are the words of God, of Jesus Christ himself. St Peter was the first apostle to recognise Christ as the Son of God and He set His apostle, Peter, to be the first leader of His Church on Earth and to be the gatekeeper in Heaven ever after: and whatsoever he bound on Earth should be bound in Heaven, and whatsoever he loosed on Earth should be loosed in Heaven. The words of Our Lord Jesus Christ, taken from the Gospel of St Matthew, chapter sixteen. In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit, Amen.” Wilfrid crossed himself, and so did the whole congregation, Oswy included.  
 
      
 
    “The Church of Rome was established by St Peter, the first Bishop of Rome and Vicar of Christ. The proof of Our Lord’s confidence in St Peter, and His Plan, is shown in the growth and strength of His Church. As the Irish Church fades Rome grows and extends, bringing more and more souls to God’s harvest. The Irish Church, by contrast, turns its back on the World, preferring self-absorbed hermitry and study to evangelism and conversion. Christ instructed His followers to be fishers of men, and with His help the catch would be great. Compare the Roman Church with the Irish Church: there is no comparison. The Roman Church spreads its wings across the whole world, the Irish Church is restricted to these islands and some small communities in the lands of the Franks. Nothing can stand in the way of Rome, God’s Church, for as Christ said, ‘The Gates of Hell shall not prevail against it’. St Peter holds the keys of Heaven. It is a braver man than I who will, after this life, present himself to Peter at the Gates and say that he had defied the Church that he had established in God’s name.” 
 
      
 
    With that, he sat down. In silence. It was a stunned silence: the effect of his speech was immense. Everyone in the chapel was impressed, Oswy as much as any. The King now looked to Colman for his rebuttal of Wilfrid’s attack, but he was shaken. Close observation would find a slight tremble in the King’s hands, one of which he moved up to rub his beard. 
 
      
 
    “Abbot Colman?” 
 
      
 
    “One moment, sir,” Colman replied, and he turned to whisper to Cuthbert. “Now, Cuthbert, now is the moment that you must stand and defend our Church against the calumnies that have been spoken against it. Now, Cuthbert, speak for us!” Cuthbert remained seated, staring straight ahead. “Now, Cuthbert!” 
 
      
 
    “I know what to do,” he replied dully, “he told me what to do,” and remained seated. 
 
      
 
    “Abbot Colman?” Oswy said again, “Does the Irish Church have answer against these charges?” Colman looked reluctantly again at Cuthbert, who sat without expression, staring straight ahead. Then the Abbot rose to his feet. 
 
      
 
    “My lord King,” he began slowly, “Prior Wilfrid has made many points, some of which can be rejected out of hand. Our Patron is St Michael, who stood against the Evil One and was not overawed. He it is, the warrior Angel, who guides the souls of the dead to the presence of God.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, yes,” Oswy interrupted, “we know this, you mentioned it days ago. But before my soul gets to St Michael, I have to present myself to St Peter, do I not? Did Prior Wilfrid quote the Gospel accurately?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, sir, he did.” 
 
      
 
    “Address that point specifically.” 
 
      
 
    “I would not seek to speak against the Gospels that the whole Christian world accepts, but -” 
 
      
 
    “St Peter holds the Keys to the Kingdom of Heaven?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, but -” 
 
      
 
    “And he determines which souls will be admitted to Heaven?” 
 
      
 
    “My lord, it is God alone who judges!” 
 
      
 
    “But St Peter is the gatekeeper?” 
 
      
 
    “Christ gave him the Keys of the Kingdom, we are agreed, but -” Oswy raised his hand to cut him short. He rose to his feet, shaken inside, I could see. The man’s Faith had been rocked to its core, for goodness’ sake. Byzantium had been the chief seat of the Roman church for more than a century: the bishops and cardinals had moved to protect it from barbarian devastation, and now it was Rome that was deviating from agreed custom and practice. Why didn’t Colman say so? Had Cuthbert’s silence shaken him so much? Had he forgotten that the man was ill?  
 
      
 
    Oswy spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Prior Wilfrid has raised points which must be considered carefully. This Synod is suspended, and will wait upon my decision.” He marched swiftly out of the chapel, followed in a flutter of rustling fabric by his wife, her chaplain, her ladies and his son. He left behind a seething hubbub like a beehive after a bear’s attack.  
 
      
 
    Accusations and justifications started to fly among the Irish in the congregation. The Romans hardly dared to believe what they had seen and filed out of the chapel, slightly confused but with an elation starting to rise. There was confusion everywhere, except for one place: I looked at Wilfrid and saw a pool of self-assured calm in the middle of the currents that raged and whirled around him. There was a small smile on his face. He looked straight ahead, at nothing at all, and considering everything. Just along from him sat Bishop Agilbert, regarding his junior with a maelstrom of loathing and admiration visible on his ageing face. 
 
      
 
    The Irish delegation collected itself and left, Chad leading a compliant Cuthbert from the scene, still answering any query with either ‘I know what to do’ or ‘he told me what to do’. Now I knew something, if not the detail, of what had passed between the two Priors: poor, vulnerable Cuthbert, his spirit broken by contradiction, turmoil and - I had to admit - my exposure of his folly of excessive fasting at Lindisfarne, which had broken his confidence. The burden of thinking for others had been too much. Wilfrid had offered him the discipline of being told what to do, what to say and what to believe, when to stand, when to sit, when to kneel, when to bow your head, and - so devastating on this day - when to stay silent. The Romans showed him how to slip off the burden of thinking for himself and the broken man had taken the offer.  
 
      
 
    We are to blame, we didn’t see, I thought. We knew he was sick and we didn’t tend him. We were distracted and we left him without the support he needed. Wilfrid gave him the support we should have provided. Wilfrid listened to him and acted. We just pulled him along, and were quietly relieved if he wasn’t at our shoulder the whole time. It is our failing, and we have justly been punished. We should have left him at Lindisfarne, where he could have been cared for, but we still wanted to squeeze more out of him, to drag more from him, when he had already given everything he had and more, to the point of collapse and beyond. We sucked him dry and now we’re punished for it. 
 
      
 
    We gathered in our sleeping quarters, stepping over the dazed form of Mungo and huddling together in a stunned, miserable group. It was barely mid-afternoon. How long would we have to wait? Would Oswy give us another chance to argue our case? What would we say? Who would say it? Surely, Cuthbert...? 
 
      
 
    But the emaciated figure, who had borne too much of our hopes and fears for too long, sat silent and distracted, a reed that had been broken to shards, and hope faded. 
 
      
 
    I went over to the infirmary to see Cedd and Ieuan. Again I noticed the cold in the building, which seemed to be at its coldest where Cedd was. I found my two friends together much as I’d left them. The Abbot was asleep, a sheen of sweat on his face. The Druid looked older, strained and sweating in his turn as he extended his Gift for the benefit of one for whom he held no brief. This is as it should be, I thought, we should use our Gifts to help each other regardless of any personal relationship or animosity. 
 
      
 
    Ieuan looked up and acknowledged me as I entered. 
 
      
 
    “How is he?” 
 
      
 
    “Still very ill. The battle has turned and the poison is being neutralised, but it’s hard, very hard. It had a chance to settle before I got here. There is some damage that will take me a couple of days to repair if he is to be restored to full health.” 
 
      
 
    “Is it too much? Are you tired?” 
 
      
 
    “I’m tired by the effort but no, it’s not too much. I just have to pace myself, that’s all.” 
 
      
 
    “Shall I get you some food?” 
 
      
 
    “Shortly, yes please. Tell me how your meeting is going.” 
 
      
 
    “Not well. Not well at all. I think we’ve lost - in fact, I’m certain we have, unless Oswy has a sudden change of heart and allows us a final chance. I don’t think he will, though. Wilfrid of Ripon rocked him to the core and we were unprepared.” Ieuan nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Why don’t you just throw them out, these invading Romans? Why not drive them back into the sea?” 
 
      
 
    “Two reasons: that isn’t our way, and it would be pointless anyway. They are already well established in the south, and there are hordes more on the continent itself. It’s not an option.” 
 
      
 
    “There must be a way of getting rid of them. I’m sure I could help you, show you a way of getting rid of them.” It seemed that the temperature dropped another notch. 
 
      
 
    “No, Ieuan, I don’t think so. Maybe the Roman way is the right way for the people: we monks can work towards our God in the ways we have been taught, the people can be taught the new way. Old gives way to new, haven’t you noticed?” I put an affectionate hand on my friend’s shoulder. “And I still live in hope that you will convert before too long.” The shoulder was stiff and unbending, concentrating on Cedd, I thought, and I let my hand drop. 
 
      
 
    “So you give up?” 
 
      
 
    “No, of course not. I’ll continue to live my life the way I’ve become accustomed.” 
 
      
 
    “But you will let them have their way?” 
 
      
 
    “We may have no choice, not here in Northumbria, anyway. But there are other kingdoms in Britain, and the great wide world beyond. We won’t give up anything, least of all hope.” Ieuan didn’t reply. It was I who broke the silence. “I’ll go and get you some food.”  
 
      
 
    And I went, loaded a plate up with food, brought it back to Ieuan and then returned to my brothers. Again I noticed that the temperature fell inside the infirmary. I must ask Hilda about it but, right now, there were comforting words to be dispensed to my distressed comrades, calming words to the angry, and reassurance and hope for all. We went to bed in apprehension, and it was an hour and more before the last of us finally dropped off to sleep. 
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    A Fall Like Lightning 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I woke earliest of all, rested and refreshed but still troubled in my heart. I went alone to the chapel and celebrated my morning office in quiet solitude. I still didn’t know what I would do after Oswy gave what I believed to be his inevitable judgement. It wouldn’t affect me as much as some of the others because Iona was in Dalriada, two kingdoms away from Northumbria. We could continue in the old ways as long as we wished but our pilgrimages may be curtailed somewhat if the east and south of Britain went with Rome. And we would lose Lindisfarne. 
 
      
 
    I wandered down to the tented village outside the monastery. I was turning in on myself too much and it would help to be distracted from introspection by the needs of others. 
 
      
 
    It was still quite dark, but not the full pitch black of night. In the east the sky was lightening, the false dawn before the true light of the rising sun. The village was coming to life. Fires were being raised from the night’s embers and breakfast smells were beginning to waft around the place. A couple of excited squeaks told me that the children were ready to play the day away again, and I smiled.  
 
      
 
    I looked up at the fading stars in the sky and caught the dying fall of a shooting star. It seared brilliantly across the sky, trailing sparks and flame behind it as it died into the western horizon. I heard whispers of concern from the village. “A sign!” someone called, but there were few to take any notice. I knew what it was. An angel, a messenger from God. Beautiful in its fall, it was the brightest, most brilliant object in the whole firmament as it went, cascading and tumbling in its plunge into the darkness. I remembered Luke’s Gospel, when Jesus spoke to his returning missionaries. “And he said unto them, I beheld Satan as lightning fall from heaven.”  The messenger’s fire died as I watched it, in a fall like Lucifer, brightest of the Angels, most magnificent, who had led so many into opposition and eternal exile from Heaven, whose despair had led to utter defeat. A last glimpse of glory, a final, defiant railing against the power and strength of God, a terminal burst of magnificence. 
 
      
 
    A Fall like Lucifer, I mused, brightest of Angels, whose pride led him to despair and took so many with him. 
 
      
 
    A fall from greatness, which turned to spite and even now waged war against God’s creatures on Earth, corrupting, despoiling, filling with despair and then seducing to evil. 
 
      
 
    A dying fall. 
 
      
 
    The camp was coming awake. It was as if a veil lifted, and I saw the scene for the first time. Children sat and gazed in wonder at an early juggler. A group of toddlers giggled at a clown. The mob of swimmers charged through the camp again. Soldiers on temporary leave sat at their tents, smiling and playing with their children. A woman was nursing her baby while another howled with outrage at something or other. Two boys were wrestling each other in the dirt, a group of their friends encouraging them on with shouts. Little girls sat together and played house with their little peg dolls. A puppeteer entertained another group of children. Children swung from the trees. Children made a noise. Children squealed and laughed and fought and played. Everywhere, the noise and racket of children at play. Nothing unusual, no, nothing unusual at all. The soldiers with their children: nothing strange at all. 
 
      
 
    This was normal, utterly normal. The noise of children was normal everywhere, in small villages and large towns, packs of children playing, shouting, crying, laughing - it was everywhere. 
 
      
 
    But Dumbarton had been so quiet. There were so few children there. A place like that should be teeming with them, as the river teemed with salmon. The thoughts I’d had, the discussions I had with Eata, I had missed what was in front of my eyes when I was at Strathclyde’s capital, what I had been told in my Vision. The only excuse I could offer myself was that I’d just come from Iona, and of course there were no children there at all, but even then I’d known that something was amiss. I had known it, and now I saw it. I compared Dumbarton’s almost silent castle and town with this riot of noise, and I knew something was seriously wrong, it wasn’t an outbreak of infertility, or the absence of the soldiers on Owain’s campaigns, it was something else. It was something that was so awful that I could barely bring myself to confront it, not now, not yet, not here lest the very thought bring disaster on everyone in the camp.

The woman at the hut, the one with the child who had been ill. When last I saw her – what had she been holding? Was it her child? Why was it so quiet? 
 
      
 
    I started to walk back up the hill to the monastery, barely acknowledging the greetings that came from everywhere and everyone, large and small. I walked faster. I must speak to Colman, I could not attend the resumed Synod. I started to trot as I looked at the sky again. The shooting star had died away but I remembered it, remembered the dying fall. I broke into a run. A Fall like Lucifer. 
 
      
 
    A Fall like - Oh, God, let it not be so, let it not be so -  
 
      
 
    Ieuan. 
 
      
 
    I knew, I knew it with my heart and my soul and all my being. Ieuan, Ieuan, Ieuan. Ieuan was at the dark heart of the evil in Strathclyde, trying to resist the invasions - he had offered to help me to resist the Romans. His hope had gone and despair had led him to - 
 
      
 
    I was in the velvet darkness which was neither comforting nor welcoming nor rejecting of me but allowed me passage through the black that twinkled with light as I tore silently through the dark, seeking one essence, one being out of all the millions that were around me, some of which inclined towards me but I rushed past them with total intensity. 
 
      
 
    I looked deeper, deep into the Otherworld, the realm I inhabited in my Sight. There was the fire. Beyond it lay my heart’s desire, I knew - but not now, not yet, not yet - and there was stone, a face of impenetrable rock which spread in all directions and to the ends of the Universe and beyond. There was no way past, no way through. I searched for an eternity until I found the door. I knew this was the place and didn’t consider why: I considered the door. It was massive, bolted and bossed and sealed with iron. There was fear in me: beyond the door lay madness, or I thought there was. I remembered a door beyond which there was madness. Was this it? I hesitated. My fear was in my memory. This was the door behind which madness lay - but not my madness. 
 
      
 
    The door was closed but it would never be locked against me again. It could not be. I pounded on it with hands like hammers and it fell into splinters at my feet, shards that melted into nothing and I looked into the room. 
 
      
 
    There were children everywhere. Children split from ribs to groin whose sightless eyes were bloody gashes that wept blood that fell onto the floor and collected into pools and gathered into lakes and their sightless eyes stared at me. They were stacked on shelves, piled into cupboards, piled on worktops and stuffed under benches and there were hundreds and thousands of them and the hooded figure in the room and in the glade that had threatened madness but had deceived me because this was not my madness it turned and I saw its face and it was the face of my friend and blood was dribbling from his mouth and down his chin and he tried to conceal it but I had seen it and I KNEW all that had happened and the face of my friend was old and the price he had paid had drained the life force from him and I could see through the face as if it were muslin to the beast that the face had sheltered and concealed which grinned at me ravenously and extended a claw to me to gather me in 
 
      
 
    I started up the hill again, back towards the monastery, to the infirmary and the source of the cold evil I had detected and had ignored. 
 
      
 
    You don’t understand, the voice that had been my friend’s called. I took a swig from my bottle of medicine. 
 
      
 
    I walked faster. 
 
      
 
    Now you understand, said Padhraig, sometimes you take so long to see, but now you understand 
 
      
 
    I broke in to a run. I was in both worlds, in Whitby and elsewhere. I knew where Ieuan was, he could hide no more. He had put up a concealing spell, which had distracted me all the way from Dumbarton, through Lindisfarne, to Whitby, to here. But in the end he had been distracted. The effort he had put in to saving Cedd had weakened his defence, and now it was useless. He could shield his thoughts no longer because I had broken the door behind which madness lay. But not my own madness, though my head whirled and screamed at me in confusion, not my own, that was a deceit and a veil behind which the truth lay. 
 
      
 
    It was getting colder as I got nearer to Cedd’s sick bed, and now I knew why: he was still trying, desperately, to keep me out. I sprinted into the infirmary and down the corridor, thrusting monk and nun alike out of my way. The door at the end burst open and Ieuan was there, facing me, knowing that I knew and looking for escape, gathering himself for a burst of Power which I could prevent if I could just get to him in time. I reached for the knife at my belt, it wasn’t there but my bare hands would be enough and I ran towards Ieuan with my hands reaching to stop him in whatever he would do and Ieuan looked straight at me and threw a handful of dust into my face. 
 
      
 
    Before I could stop myself I breathed in a lungful of the powder that Ieuan had thrown. It blocked my nose, filled my mouth, raced into my lungs and started to choke me. I stumbled and fell to my knees, fighting for breath, feeling the gritty stuff choking me. I shoved my hands into my mouth and tried to scrape it out, it was everywhere, between each crack in my teeth, I reached my fingers almost into my throat to drag it out, it was choking me and the more I shifted the more seeped in from my cheeks, my teeth and my lips, I fought to breathe and every breath sucked more in. I couldn’t breathe at all. I tried, I tried, I tried and my throat sucked in and my chest heaved and there was fuzz before my eyes and I was suffocating, I was panicking, I was getting dizzy as my head demanded air 
 
      
 
    Be calm. Dispel the illusion. 
 
      
 
    I calmed my brain, deliberately and without trying to take a breath that would not come, not yet. I thought of the clear air of the hills above the monastery, the wild air of Iona during a storm, the quiet air of Lindisfarne on a spring day, I concentrated on the air of the hills at Whitby. I could pick out the buzz of the bumblebees and I smiled, and I was calm and breathed naturally, in and out, in and out, without strain or impediment. The spell was broken. 
 
      
 
    I was on my hands and knees and there were people about me. I took a deep breath and stood up, looking around for the adversary, who had been my friend. I was surrounded by confused monks and nuns; some of them were rubbing various parts of their bodies which had been bruised as I’d pushed them out of the way. 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Ieuan?” I demanded. 
 
      
 
    “The healer?” one of them - Cerdic? - replied. I nodded urgently. “He just ran off, out of here, back down the corridor. What’s going on? You have caused injury in your haste. What is it?” I was already on my way, running back down the corridor. 
 
      
 
    “I apologise,” I called back over my shoulder. “The need is great. Call Chad to tend his brother. Someone look in on Cedd now and make sure he’s all right. Do it now!” And I ran off in pursuit of Ieuan, out into the yard. I looked around and saw a cloud of dust hanging in the air on the road back down to Streanashalch, gleaming tantalisingly in the early morning light. The Romans were making their way to the chapel for their morning offices. They were singing and swinging incense again. 
 
      
 
    The guard at the gate could say only that an elderly Irish monk had ridden out minutes before, at urgent pace and making for the village. He had not given his name or his business. I was desperate to get after him but I needed leave of Colman to go. I made for the sleeping quarters but thought again and turned towards the chapel. Our people were leaving as the Romans were arriving and I sprinted over to Colman of Lindisfarne. 
 
      
 
    “Abbott, Father Abbott,” I rushed breathlessly, “I must have a horse, I must leave, now! I -” I could go on no further. Colman drew me to one side. 
 
      
 
    “Anselm, I can see you’re distressed, but whatever it is must wait. The Synod isn’t over yet and you’re needed here.” I stood, still breathing heavily, and calmed myself to explain the situation to him. 
 
      
 
    “Colman,” I began quietly, “there is great urgency in my request. You know as well as I do that the Synod is effectively over. All that remains is Oswy’s order. There is something much more urgent.” 
 
      
 
    “What could be more urgent than the future of our Church?” 
 
      
 
    “The lives of untold children, now and maybe in the future. The future of a kingdom.” I knew in my heart that the only future Strathclyde had was decline. “I have done wrong. I brought here, to the heart of our community, someone steeped in great evil. He has given in to despair and yielded to the worst temptations of the Enemy.” 
 
      
 
    “Who? What?” for once, Colman wasn’t confused: he was being as brief as he could and wanted equally brief answers. 
 
      
 
    “Ieuan. He it is who has returned to the old ways, to blood sacrifice, sacrifice of children! He’s been killing children and raising...” I swallowed hard and looked around at the Abbey. I would not name this enemy, not here. “...raising one of the old demons. The patron of the Wicker Man. For power to divine and See as I do. To gain power and influence. He has traded his very soul for power.” Colman was shocked this time. 
 
      
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
      
 
    “My heart has known for some time, I think, but I wouldn’t accept it, I suppressed it. I finally realised this morning. I’ve Seen into his heart. It is horrible. He must be stopped.” 
 
      
 
    “Where is he now? I thought he was with Cedd. Has he damaged him in any way?” I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “No, I don’t think so. He’s always used his true Gift for good. But Cedd is weak.” 
 
      
 
    “A strange and wicked thing. A Healer who kills, for gain. Where is he?” 
 
      
 
    “He left not ten minutes ago. The guard at the gate said that an elderly man, dressed as one of us, rode off towards Streanashalch.” 
 
      
 
    “We must raise a troop to catch him. I must tell Oswy, regardless of the consequences.” I shook my head again. 
 
      
 
    “No. Remember he is powerful. He will confuse any pursuit by ordinary people, yourself included. I must go after him. I can withstand his spells.” 
 
      
 
    “Has he attacked you?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I came after him and he cast a spell on me. It was an illusion, I dealt with it.” 
 
      
 
    “Could he have killed you?” I paused and thought through the incident again. 
 
      
 
    “I’m not sure. I don’t think so. The spell he used wouldn’t have killed me. I thought I was choking - my whole body believed it - I was choking to death, but as soon as I lost consciousness the spell would have been broken. He wasn’t trying to kill me. Not this time. Just to delay me.” 
 
      
 
    “But you dispelled it?” I nodded. “Would anyone be able to do it? Sorry, stupid of me.” I’d given him a look which briefly questioned his intelligence. “Very well, you must go. What shall I tell Oswy?” I slapped a hand to my forehead. I’d forgotten. 
 
      
 
    “Things get in the way. I must see him before I go. There is a message I must take back. I can’t go without it. I’ll go to him now.” I made to leave but was interrupted by another voice. 
 
      
 
    “Just one moment, please. Anselm. Colman.” Wilfrid acknowledged the two of us. “Where are you rushing off to, Anselm? I hear rumours of conflict and confrontation, in which you are involved. I would like an explanation.” His arrogance was racing ahead of his anticipated victory. 
 
      
 
    “It’s nothing to do with you, Wilfrid, and needn’t concern you. None of your people were involved. Anselm has an urgent task, that’s all, and if you will excuse us -” Wilfrid placed a hand on Colman’s arm, restraining him. Colman looked at it but it remained there. “Take your hand off me, Wilfrid.” 
 
      
 
    “Just a moment longer then,” he took his hand away. “We’re all of one Faith, and will soon be of one practise, so there will be no distinction between ‘our people’ and ‘your people’. All will be subject to the same Rule and discipline. And I think it would be wise for all to stay. Anselm in particular, as I have something in mind for him.” 
 
      
 
    “Anselm has an urgent task. It will not wait on you, or your Bishop, or the Pope or your arrogance, Wilfrid!” Colman’s voice was rising angrily. “You do not command him, he is of my community. I say he goes, on a task of which you know nothing! Now let us be!” Wilfrid was about to speak when Oswy strode up. 
 
      
 
    “What’s the matter here?” he demanded.  
 
      
 
    “I require that Brother Anselm stay, my Lord. I have a task in mind for him. He seems in an unseemly hurry to get away.” Wilfrid spoke urbanely, but his words reeked of expected and absolute power. 
 
      
 
    “Prior Wilfrid, I promised all clerics safe passage to and from this Synod. I have not yet pronounced my judgement. Beware of anticipating it. If Magister Anselm feels he must leave before the conclusion, I’m sure he has a good reason and will tell me. Me. Not you. I believe you have other duties to attend, not least keeping your own flock under control.” Wilfrid seemed about to speak but he thought better of it, bowed briefly and left. His parting glance at me was full of anger and venom. 
 
      
 
    We shall meet again. The thought was as clear as if he had spoken it aloud. and you will bend your knee to me, Irishman. There was no feeling of deliberate contact – he didn’t have that Power: just that his thought was so strongly held it was like a shout, and I heard it clearly. 
 
      
 
    When he had gone far enough away, Oswy turned to us. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve received reports of uproar in the infirmary and an elderly man, apparently of the Lindisfarne community, making a hurried departure this morning. An explanation is required.” Colman and I looked at each other. The Abbott indicated that I should explain. 
 
      
 
    “My Lord, the man I’d thought was my friend is the one who left so suddenly. I’ve discovered something about him that must be stopped. I must go after him and bring him to justice.” 
 
      
 
    “What has he done?” 
 
      
 
    “Something so unspeakably evil I wouldn’t even whisper it in these precincts.” 
 
      
 
    “I will raise a troop and they’ll hunt him down.” He turned to deal with it. 
 
      
 
    “Sir,” I interjected, and Oswy turned back to me, slowly. There was anger in his eyes at the interruption. “Sir, there would be no point. Your men would be confused and may even die at his hands, before they got within sword’s length.” 
 
      
 
    “What manner of man is this ex-friend of yours?” I hesitated before answering. “Tell me.” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a Druid. He is - or was - a Healer. A truly great one. His Gift was greater than mine. He’s fallen into evil practices and is dangerous to anyone unprepared.” 
 
      
 
    “And what has prepared you?” 
 
      
 
    “I was a Druid before I converted to Christianity. We were at school together. And my Gift gives me defence against him.” 
 
      
 
    “Where did he come from?” I hesitated. I didn’t want to answer. “Tell me, monk, where did he come from?” 
 
      
 
    “Dumbarton, sir.” 
 
      
 
    “So. Strathclyde hides behind pretty words and peaceful overtures while it turns itself into a witch-realm.” 
 
      
 
    “No, sir, I don’t believe that. I detected no evil in either King Owain or his brother. I believe them to be honest.” 
 
      
 
    “As you believed this Druid to be your friend?” 
 
      
 
    “That was my fault. I wanted him to be the same man he was when we last saw each other, years ago. I didn’t want to see through the shield he’d erected, so I didn’t try. Owain and Gawain I had no reason to trust, I didn’t know them and I hadn’t met them before. They couldn’t deceive me. Had the Druid attempted to shield them I would have known and been suspicious. Owain is honest.” 
 
      
 
    Oswy considered this before speaking again. 
 
      
 
    “Has the Druid committed any offence within my realm? Other than deception?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t believe so.” 
 
      
 
    He was silent again, thinking for a moment. 
 
      
 
    “In that case, I have no argument against him. You will conclude your duty at the Synod.” I took breath to protest. “I will have no argument on this, Magister. It won’t take long and then I’ll give you a couple of men to help in your search for him, and to give you safe escort beyond the borders of my kingdom. This is my decision.” He turned on his heel and left. 
 
      
 
    “Don’t even think about it, Anselm,” Colman whispered. “If you defy Oswy it will go even worse for us.” 
 
      
 
    “Do you order me to stay?” 
 
      
 
    “I ask you to stay. For all our sakes - and yours in the end, I think.” 
 
      
 
    “You don’t know what Ieuan has done.” 
 
      
 
    “You’ve told me. The old blood sacrifices.” 
 
      
 
    “Children, Colman, children!” 
 
      
 
    “You know, and you will find him. You’ll stop him for good. He can do no more.” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know what he will and will not do.” 
 
      
 
    “Your knowledge of him has broken him. He’ll never achieve a position of trust again - so long as you catch him before he gets back to Dumbarton. You must and you will. He will have to go slower than you to hide his tracks.” I was nearly convinced. “I think it was God’s Will that he was brought away from Dumbarton, where he was trusted and could weave a web of deception to confuse his king. I don’t think God will let him get away from you now.”  
 
      
 
    “Very well. I don’t think Oswy’s judgement will take long to deliver, do you?” Colman shook his head and we went to prepare. 
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    Judgement Delivered 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As I walked to the chapel for what I expected to be the last session of the Synod of Whitby, I saw a dog - probably from the tented village - sniffing around the kitchen, looking for scraps, or the scent of where they’d been taken. I smiled and fixed the image in my mind, a snuffling scuffling hound, hunting for a scent, eager for the chase. By the time I reached the chapel my expression was serious once more but the hound was locked in place in my mind, a little deceit against any search Ieuan may make. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Ieuan’s horse galloped eagerly but he could sense its confusion. He had taken the first one he had found ready - it wasn’t the one he had brought. A fair exchange. More than that, the King of Northumbria, or whoever owned this nag, had got the better of the exchange. It was sturdy but not fast. Not fast enough. Nothing would be fast enough.  
 
      
 
    He could still See but it was starting to weaken. The Power he had extended on that damned monk! Who cares wherever he lived or died? 
 
      
 
    Ciaran cared. Damn him. He had to do what he could to save that wretched bag of flesh but it had only been to impress Ciaran. He hoped to catch him unawares and finish him, once and for all. How had he escaped at the Winwaed? He had been as good as dead! How had he hidden these last ten years? What had hidden him? And now he was frustrating him again, preventing him putting into action the plan to cleanse the islands of its foreigners, their ideas and the people. He had the Power! Cromm Cruaich, the God who Walked, gave him the Power, in exchange for… Ieuan didn’t want to think about it, not right now, not in daylight. 

He had to use his Healing Gift or the Sight went as well, and he needed the Sight. Needed to know what was going on, who was going to attack him. Where his enemies were. But it was weakening. 
 
      
 
    He had thought of the price his master demanded, however briefly, and now it was stirring. The hunger was beginning. Small, but was there. Just a tiny, tiny feeling in the smallest corner of the smallest portion of the most remote part of his mind. No, his body. It was physical, not mental. He needed, he felt the need for the Power. 
 
      
 
    There were so many there, in the tents and huts around the Christian monastery. One would never have been missed. Never. Never never never. There were so many. Like ants. They bred like ants, these people, these invaders, these scum. And in the village. He could have taken one easily, they played in the streets, in the fields, in the yards, in the cesspits. They were just lying around, useless, feeding, wanting more land - our Land! - to feed their brats, their useless brats. One of them, just one would have been all.  
 
      
 
    How would a Saxon taste? It didn’t matter – Cromm made no distinction, he knew that. Would he receive more Power? What would it be like? 
 
      
 
    Warm blood. A still pulsing heart. 
 
      
 
    The hunger rose. The hunger grew. He could go back to the village and take one. 
 
      
 
    No, don’t be so stupid! You must run, get away from here! He will be pursuing you, hunting you, chasing you. He tried to sense where Ciaran was. All he got was an image of a hound, sniffing around, scenting the ground. He would have his trail soon. 
 
      
 
    He would not go back. He could not go back. That would be stupid. There would be other villages, other ants. 
 
      
 
    Must you take another? Must there be more? 
 
      
 
    It was still there. He hoped it was gone, gone for good after the last time. Or the time before. But it was still there. Still there to torture him and give him pain.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t fair! It wasn’t fair that Ciaran - Anselm, whoever he was - had found out. Where was his shield? Where was the spell that hid him and his actions? Where was his protection when he was in greatest need? Why had it failed, just when he needed it most? It was not right, not fair, it wasn’t fair! Nothing was fair! It wasn’t right that the invaders were here, that the scum had taken their Land! 
 
      
 
    He would take it back. He would get the Power and build Strathclyde. Owain and Gawain would raise their armies and drive the English back into the sea. We need the Power. The Power was what it took. And the Power was what he controlled. 
 
      
 
    There would be other villages. There would be one soon. He would get one soon. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    The Chapel was filled with a restless silence. The air of a prisoner awaiting execution hung over the Lindisfarne party – but there was something else, as well; a hint of desperate hope that things might still turn. From the Romans there was something like disbelief: until just the day before they’d believed they were going to lose but Wilfrid - wonderful Prior Wilfrid! Bishop Wilfrid, surely, before long! He would succeed Agilbert; no he would have his own See in Northumbria! Bishop Wilfrid! Saint Wilfrid? whisper it! - had turned it all around. Last minute prayers were being offered from all sides. Queen Eanfleda and her chaplain knelt silently: what outcome she was praying for was impossible to tell; the poor woman could see no good coming, either way. I took my place and waited with my comrades for Oswy’s judgement.  
 
      
 
    The crowd leaped to its feet as he swept in, with all the swagger expected of a warrior-king. Even the sexual tension had receded, I noted. There would be only one outcome.  
 
      
 
    He marched straight to his throne, escorted by Godwin, the crippled bear. He didn’t sit himself, but indicated that the congregation should do so. I remained standing so as to translate. 
 
      
 
    “My brothers and sisters in Christ,” he began, “from wherever you have come. This Synod was summoned in order to decide on the question that has vexed this kingdom and court of Northumbria and, I know, other faithful lands and peoples in the island of Britain and beyond. The question being, whose Rule and Practice most closely follows the desires and orders of Our Lord Jesus Christ. 
 
      
 
    “Before I deliver my judgement, I thank you all for attending the debate, especially those of you who have travelled from far distant parts, from Iona, from the Frankish kingdom across the Narrow Sea, from Erin, and from other places besides. You are welcome. Thanks also to Abbess Hilda, mistress of this monastery, whose organisation and accommodation have made this meeting possible.” He didn’t wait for applause but pressed on.  
 
      
 
    “I have been brought up in the Rule of Iona and it was the Irish Church which sheltered me and my brothers when our enemies were about us. I owe the priests and monks of St Columba’s Church my very life.  
 
      
 
    “My Queen has been faithful to the Roman Rule. This has led us to celebrate feasts on different days and times of the year, most particularly Easter, the feast of the Resurrection and our Salvation. I will celebrate Easter in three weeks, my Queen will celebrate it in nine days. It is time now for the confusion to end.” He stood erect and confident, his shoulder-length hair neatly braided, his beard trimmed and his gold-edged red woollen robe clean and regal. He was wearing a gold circlet on his head; nothing extravagant. He didn’t need show. He made an impressive figure without any need for embellishment. 
 
      
 
    “St Michael I have long regarded as my patron. I am a warrior, he is the Sword of God who, as Abbott Colman said, stood against the Evil One and was neither overwhelmed nor overawed. He it was who drove Adam and Eve out of the Garden of Eden after their disobedience had led them to their Fall from Grace, and we sinners to our estate. I hope he will guide my soul to the presence of God when the time comes and that he, the warrior Angel, will present me as a warrior to my Creator, the God of Victories.” The Romans were uneasy at this and we even allowed ourselves a little hope. 
 
      
 
    “However, before I get to meet St Michael, I have to present myself and my deeds to St Peter at the gates of Heaven. As Prior Wilfrid has demonstrated and none have contradicted, he was appointed by Our Lord Jesus Christ to be the founding father of His Church on Earth. He established the See of Rome, and the Bishop of Rome, known as the Pope, is St Peter’s heir and successor in all things.  
 
      
 
    “This is the doorkeeper, whom I will not contradict, but will, as far as I know and am able in all things, obey his decrees in case, when I come to the Gates of Heaven, there should be none to open them, he being my adversary who is proved to have the keys. 
 
      
 
    “As of this moment, then, the Kingdom of Northumbria will follow the Rule and Practice of the Roman Church. I ask Bishop Agilbert to arrange for teaching of the Rule to commence as soon as possible throughout the kingdom, and expect and order that all communities in Northumbria should be perfect in these Practices by Midsummer’s Day, two months from now. That is my judgement, delivered here at Whitby on the third day of April, in the ninth year of my Reign over all of Northumbria and its vassals.” 
 
      
 
    He swept out again without further ceremony, leaving ecstatic Romans hugging each other and cheering, while the Columbans were stunned, sitting silent or sobbing quietly, still unable to come to terms with the end of their way of life, a life they had led for hundreds of years. Wilfrid smiled confidently, Agilbert looked less pleased than would have been expected. Colman, Chad and the others were miserable and utterly, utterly crushed. Exactly what was going through Eanfleda’s head was impossible even for me to determine, for all I could detect without intrusion was waves of misery. 
 
      
 
    Godwin came to the sacristy steps and quietly summoned Colman, Chad and me to follow him to Oswy’s private chamber. We went, urged on by my desperate need to be after Ieuan. 
 
      
 
    We found the King seated on the windowsill as I had seen him on our first meeting. He began immediately. 
 
      
 
    “Abbott Colman, Prior Chad, Magister Anselm. You’ve heard my judgement. Northumbria goes to Rome and all communities must follow their practice by Midsummer. That includes the Roman tonsure and all aspects of the Rule as laid down by Rome and determined by Bishop Agilbert. I will speak to him later. 
 
      
 
    “Colman,” he continued in a kinder tone, “I’ve always respected you and have great affection for you. You’ve always been kind to me, right back to the days when I was in a boy in hiding and your counsel has always been wise. I know you’ll answer me honestly: will you respect my ruling?” 
 
      
 
    “My Lord,” Colman’s voice was thick with emotion, “I have followed the Rule of St Columba all my Christian life. I look on the styles and teachings of Rome with dismay: they may be the way of the future, disciplined and staffed like a Legion in the old days, but I cannot, I cannot...” He couldn’t continue. 
 
      
 
    Oswy was known as a ferocious warlord, not above torturing his enemies and opponents and even his own troops, if discipline required it. He was a hard man but his expression, as he looked upon his old teacher and protector, was compassionate. Godwin too seemed sympathetic. Oswy sighed before continuing. 
 
      
 
    “I will miss you, Colman, I’ll miss your wisdom and your kindness but I can make no exceptions to this judgement, not even you. I’ve said that the Roman practices must be adopted within my kingdom by Midsummer. You have until then to arrange your affairs and leave.” 
 
      
 
    “There may be others...” Colman managed to say and Oswy nodded. 
 
      
 
    “I owe you my life,” he said quietly. “This is my dispensation to you. I’ll allow you to take with you from Lindisfarne all your close followers. Those who cannot or will not comply can leave. In fact, they must leave. I want no-one left who will defy this ruling. The Church must be one in this kingdom. They must leave with you, by Midsummer. I will do no more.” Colman nodded, miserably. “And you, Prior Chad? What of you and Abbott Cedd?” 
 
      
 
    “I will accept the ruling. I can’t leave our people. I think my brother will do the same.” Oswy nodded again. 
 
      
 
    “Good. I’d like to have someone around who I know I can trust. Now, Magister Anselm - or Father Anselm, after today.” He turned to me. “I would welcome you to my court as a counsellor, you have displayed some remarkable abilities.” 
 
      
 
    “My Gift disturbs the Romans, my Lord.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, I can understand that. You’re a disturbing man Anselm but you need fear no-one while you’re under my protection. Will you stay and enjoy it?” Although Cunnian, my Abbott, was confident in my abilities to deal with kings and court intrigue it was easier to feel confident in isolated Iona than in front of this strong and violent man. I took a breath and before I replied. 
 
      
 
    “Thank you for the offer, sir, but I have no ties to your kingdom and I would rather continue with the practices I took so long to learn, than to start afresh. And I still have other duties: catching a murderer and delivering messages.” Oswy’s eyes hardened. 
 
      
 
    “Very well. I promised you safe conduct to and from my Kingdom. I won’t make you stay. Now you may go and, when you get to Dumbarton, tell Owain that I’ve received his message and am thinking about it. He will have my formal reply in due course.” I realised that I would have to tell the King of Strathclyde to prepare for war. “As for your pursuit, Godwin and one other will accompany you to the border if you don’t catch your friend before then.” 
 
      
 
    “They won’t be of much help, sir. The Druid has powers that will prevent them from getting within arm’s reach of him.” 
 
      
 
    “But they don’t affect you, then, these powers of his.” 
 
      
 
    “As I said, I was a Druid before I became a Christian,” Oswy looked at me very keenly indeed. “I am prepared and can deal with him.” 
 
      
 
    “Well then, monk. If you change your mind about my offer, let me know. But I will have my way in this, even more so: Godwin and one of my soldiers will accompany you to the border, and make sure you leave!” then he smiled, and there was a warmth there that I hadn’t seen before – at least, not directed towards me. “Is Abbot Cedd on the mend?” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “He’ll take some time to recover without the help Ieuan could have given, but recover he will.” 
 
      
 
    “One thing occurs to me. If the Druid is, as we now know, our enemy, an unimaginable monster, why did he come and help?” 
 
      
 
    “I think it’s a long story, my lord,” I replied. “It goes back nearly forty years, to when we were at school together. But I think that old friendship has been corrupted and taken over by deception. I cannot call him a friend any more; that old tie is dead. I recall just a few words, here and there, which lead me to believe he was trying to pull on those bonds of friendship. I think he was trying to seduce m to join his cause – and possibly this whole kingdom.” Oswy and Godwin looked up, sharply. “He did not succeed.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well. You may be on your way now. You’ll find three horses saddled and ready to leave - your friend took one of ours, which is an offence and I would like to have it back. You’ll have no complaint with those you have from me, but send yours back as soon as may be.” I bowed and the three of us left, along with Godwin. We left the lion of Northumbria prowling in his den but, as we departed, I caught sight of the youth I’d first encountered a few days earlier. His son. 
 
      
 
    The black wolf was snapping and snarling, biting at the bars of the cage, eager to be free and looking to sate its dreadful hunger. 
 
      
 
    I swayed and almost stumbled. Godwin caught me with his good arm. 
 
      
 
    “Magister?” I replied that I would be all right. The youth walked insolently over to the four of us and looked straight at me. 
 
      
 
    “I don’t like you,” he said, “you have an air about you, priest. Stop looking at me or it’ll be the worse for you.” Godwin stepped between us. 
 
      
 
    “This man has the King’s protection.” This was rewarded with a venomous glance from the youth, who nonetheless retreated. You will not stand in my way when I am King, you crippled oaf. The thought was loud, clear and filled with frustrated hate. “Prince Ecgfrid,” Godwin whispered to me as we left. “Thank your God you’ll have two kingdoms between you and him. He’s as wild as a beast, and not one to have as an enemy.”  
 
      
 
    “A wolf in boy’s clothing,” I agreed, and continued hesitantly, “and if I may return the favour, Godwin, I would suggest that you mind your back if he ever reaches the throne.” The huge man chuckled. 
 
      
 
    “Aye, he’s taken a dislike to me, I don’t need a Seer to tell me that. He’s never forgiven me for paddling his backside when he was a child!” he grinned. 
 
      
 
    “Nonetheless, take care. Take care, Godwin,” I replied. “I must get my things and we must be on our way. The Druid has more than two hours’ start on us.” 
 
      
 
    I made a brief goodbye to Colman, who I expected to see at Iona within the two months allowed. I went with Chad for a final look at Cedd, who was resting and conscious but still weak. I ordered him to refrain from fasting for six months at least and bade him and his brother a fond and final farewell. I ran to the monks’ sleeping quarters and collected my bag and personal belongings then went quickly to the stables, where Godwin and another guard were mounted and ready. A third horse stood alongside, saddled and prepared for me.  
 
      
 
    The King was ready to go as well. Queen Eanfleda was by her litter but she was weeping. Romanus seemed to be pleading with Oswy, probably on her behalf, and his temper was aroused. 
 
      
 
    “I’ve had enough of your creeping and wheedling, priest! The Queen returns to Bamburgh with me today!” Romanus started to speak again. Oswy raised his fist and sent him sprawling to the dirt with a backhanded blow. Then he called to Eanfleda, his guards helped her into the litter and they prepared to depart. 
 
      
 
    I and my companions were at a full gallop before we reached the gate. 
 
      
 
    Our first destination was the village of Streanashalch. We asked for and got news of a man and a horse, who had galloped straight through the village and taken the road to the west. They’d passed through more than two hours before. We set off up the hill in pursuit but I called a halt before we’d gone five miles. We were still in open country but the woods were closing in. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll stop here. There’s something I must do.”  
 
      
 
    “He has a head start on us, Magister. I’d rather we made all speed to overtake him,” Godwin argued. 
 
      
 
    “I want to find out which way he went. Charging about the country with no certainty won’t serve our cause.” He agreed reluctantly and I slid off my horse. I sat against a rock and forced myself to be calm while the others stood guard. 
 
      
 
    The velvet darkness enfolded me. I communicated my urgency and the sparks searched, hither and thither, covering the whole world in a moment. They could not find him but they showed me where he was not. He had hidden himself but he could not hide from me. I sensed a deeper darkness and turned towards it. It was heading for the setting sun and not far away. In the woods, looking for shelter as a hunted beast seeks its den. It was shielded but it could not hide. The river flowed nearby. The ford and the bridge were downstream, passed some minutes since.  
 
      
 
    “I know where he’s gone,” I said as I remounted. I took a short draught of my medicine and turned my horse towards the south-west, following the course of the river. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    28 
 
      
 
    The Hunt 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    There was a village, down in the valley, by the river. He reined his horse in to a halt, sat, and looked down on the scene. A small village; little more than a hamlet. A few houses. A pen for animals. Chickens clucked and fussed their way about the place, scavenging in the dirt. The folk went about their business, without thought of anything save where the next meal was coming from. 
 
      
 
    The chickens squawked with outrage and fluttered out of the way of a trio of young children who tore through the muddy street. The smallest, a boy, tripped and fell flat on his face. He howled in pain and the other two turned back. They hauled him to his feet and encouraged him to join them again but he was tearful and out of the mood for games. One of the others, a girl, held him and helped him back the way they had come. Back to his hearth and home, back to his mother, presumably. The third, a sturdy young boy, kicked irritably at a stone and shuffled aimlessly off.  
 
      
 
    His stomach tightened and his mouth was dry. He licked his lips. The boy was leaving the village, walking out along the edge of a cultivated area and heading for the woods to the left as he watched. The hunger stirred and tightened the knot in his stomach. His head swam, briefly. He recovered his balance. The boy was approaching the woods. He had picked up speed and purpose and was running to wherever he had been intent on previously. He would soon be out of sight. He wanted to go after him and take him, ready for the night. He would soon be out of sight. He could see his Power glowing faintly, pulsating through his clothes as he ran off to the woods. He could almost hear the heartbeat. Ba-bump. Ba-bump. Ba-bump.  
 
      
 
    - He wanted to leave, to go round the village and away. He wouldn’t take this one. 
 
      
 
    He wanted it so much.  
 
      
 
    - There would be others. He could find another.  
 
      
 
    Maybe none so ready, so isolated, so alone.  
 
      
 
    - He would have to take it, hide it, stifle any cries so he wouldn’t be heard. He wanted to go away, go round, leave it. 
 
      
 
    When then.  
 
      
 
    - Never! No more! 
 
      
 
    This was cowardice. Where was his courage?  
 
      
 
    - No, no, no. No more. 
 
      
 
    What would happen to Strathclyde and his people? Someone has to have the courage to take the extreme action. Has your courage failed you?

- No. No. No. It isn’t… It hasn’t. 
 
      
 
    It’s only an English brat. Do what must be done. Only the great can make the sacrifice necessary to protect their people. 
 
      
 
    He breathed in deeply and decided. He looked all around, at the village and where he had ridden from. It was too early in the day. He would be delayed: they would catch him. 
 
      
 
    He needed more Power. He could hear the heart pumping. He could see it, pulsing, glowing red and full of life. Beating the age-old rhythm against the boy’s chest. 
 
      
 
    His hands tightened into knots on the reins. He pulled fiercely on them and directed the horse to his will: Ieuan rode around the village to the east, away from the woods where the boy had gone. 
 
      
 
    There will be others.  
 
      
 
    The heartbeat faded and he kicked his horse to a dangerous gallop. His face was set and there was the hint of a tear in his eyes. Maybe from the wind that scraped and stretched the thin skin of his face, pulling the fabric into a mockery of a smile. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Godwin, our companion and I had been riding as hard as possible and without pause until he called a halt. I wanted to continue but, this time, it was the Englishman’s turn to insist on a halt. The horses needed rest. 
 
      
 
    “If we ride them into the ground then we will never catch him, Magister.” I had to agree, but reluctantly. I had been so focused on our prey that I had abandoned consideration of our mounts. “And we need refreshment as well. We’ll stop here for half an hour and then continue.” 
 
      
 
    We dismounted and took a light meal. The two soldiers washed it down with the beer that was all the drink they had thought to bring. The horses and I refreshed ourselves at the river. 
 
      
 
    I felt a slight touch on my mind. It was tentative, or maybe attempting stealth, and it had a hint of fear in it. I pictured a hound rushing along a scent, excited and eager at the hunt. The touch seemed alarmed and withdrew hastily. I felt that we had gained some ground. Godwin came over. 
 
      
 
    “Well, Magister. How goes our pursuit?” I looked up, a little surprised, and smiled. “Aye,” he continued, “I’m beginning to recognise the signs in you. Are we still on his trail?”  
 
      
 
    “Oh, yes,” I nodded, “we’re still on the trail. And I think we’ve caught up some distance on him.” 
 
      
 
    “Your thoughts are as good as proof to me, Magister,” the bear laughed, and I smiled again. I liked Godwin. It was impossible not to. 
 
      
 
    “You still call me Magister, Godwin. Yet the effect of your master’s decree is that we be styled ‘brother’ or ‘father’, in the Roman manner. Why’s that?” He squatted awkwardly beside me, a skin of beer in his great right hand. The other was curled up in a claw.  
 
      
 
    “You said yourself that you wouldn’t accept his ruling and would return to Iona, so Magister you remain, in your own eyes at least. Anyway,” he took a slug of beer, “I can’t really be bothered with it. Oh, I’ll observe the niceties when I’m near my King, but in my heart I’ll remain true to St Michael and the way of Aidan and Finan, who taught me.” 
 
      
 
    “Aren’t you afraid of your King’s anger?” 
 
      
 
    “Very little frightens me, Magister, but yes, I fear Oswy’s wrath. As I said, I’ll observe the niceties in his presence. He’ll forgive me the occasional slip,” he winked and smiled again. “But I don’t think I fear him as much as he fears St Peter.” 
 
      
 
    “Yes. That was a surprise to me. That he should be so upset by it. Surely he knows the words of the Gospel? Hadn’t he appreciated what it meant? What the Romans take it to mean?” 
 
      
 
    “I doubt if he’d heard those words any more often than I have. He could recite the Gospel of St John standing on his head - me too, if put to it.” He took another swig of beer “Luke was the Gospel of Parables and Miracles. But John, St John’s was the Gospel of Love, which tells us how to live.” He ruminated for a moment, then stood up and stretched. “A strange Gospel it is for a fighting man, eh Magister? But conversions are achieved where miraculous victories are gained. King Oswy believes he has a duty to extend his kingdom, and to glorify God in it. There will be plenty of time for peace and love once all the battles are won.” He stretched again. “I seem to recall a little from one of the other scriptures, though. Something about ‘woe to those who corrupt the children: it would be better for them that they had never been born. They should cast themselves into the sea, or pray that the mountains would rise and cover them up.’” He was serious again. “Shall we go? Where we see the mountains moving, there this wicked man will be, eh?” 
 
      
 
    I nodded grimly, remounted my horse and made ready to lead north-westwards across the windy moors. 
 
      
 
    “Ethelred,” Godwin called, “where are you? We want to move on now.” I realised that this was the first time I’d heard the other’s name. He was a very quiet man. 
 
      
 
    “One moment,” the reply came from the bushes, “I’ll be with you in a moment.” Ethelred emerged a few seconds later, adjusting his clothing, and mounted his horse. “I’m ready now.” 
 
      
 
    I led the way and moved quickly into a canter. I knew where the quarry was heading. The most direct route to Strathclyde was north-west to the Roman Wall then due west along it to the eastern marches of his own lands: he would be known there or, at least, he would carry King Owain’s seal and be granted protection. But the first part of the route would be through Northumbria and Oswy’s discipline meant that anyone going the well-guarded way along the Wall would be challenged. Rushing to the Synod was one thing; running away afterwards was another, entirely. The guards at the forts on the Wall would hold Ieuan as a matter of course until receiving instructions. He would head for a quiet part of the Wall and try to get across to the borderlands to the north: then, and only then, head west for friendly territory. 
 
      
 
    The two villages we passed through during the afternoon had no report of him. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    Another village. The sun was going down. Night soon. There wasn’t much time if he was to get a child. The parents were calling and collecting their offspring. They were coming in from around the village. The woods must have been full of them earlier in the day. He was too late, unless he could find a straggler. He would find one. 
 
      
 
    The hunger was gnawing at him. It had been all day. He had passed two villages and the second was harder than the first and the first was hard enough. He was shaking and shivering as he got off his horse and crouched down and looked for the straggler. He looked with his eyes and felt with his mind. 
 
      
 
    “Good afternoon, Magister,” a voice came from behind him and he almost leaped out of his skin. “I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t mean to startle you. Have you lost something? I’ll help you find it. What was it? Where did you lose it?” The words came from the toothless mouth of a grey-haired Englishman, who was returning from hunting in the woods. He had two rabbits slung over his shoulder and an air of content about him. 
 
      
 
    Ieuan didn’t speak English so he hadn’t understood a word the man had said. He jumped on to his horse, kicked it into an immediate gallop and rode straight through the village, scattering chickens and people alike. He was still shaking, now with fear. He’d nearly been caught! A few more moments and he would have been caught! He would make camp in a few hours, well after dark and miles away from this place - or any place, if they’d left any space between their settlements. They were all over the land, like maggots over a corpse. They had no respect at all, these barbarians. 
 
      
 
    Back in the village the old trapper was regaling his fellows with the tale of the strange monk, who’d taken off like a bird when he spoke to him. 
 
      
 
    “Never said a word to me. Looked as if he’d seen the Devil himself! Strange one, that. Never known any like it - those Magisters are always so friendly usually, always ready to lend a hand -” 
 
      
 
    “In exchange for some vittles!” there was general laughter at this. 
 
      
 
    “Aye, true. But they always pay their way, that’s what I say.” The discussion moved off to beggars, Roman bishops, outlaws and other such topics, lubricated by the first ale of the year. It was Friday, after all, and you don’t fast on Friday evening, do you? So it went on but when they were later asked about the solitary monk by three more strangers, another Magister and two soldiers, they would all remember how oddly he’d behaved and which way he’d gone. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    “Godwin,” I began, “may I ask you something?” 
 
      
 
    “Ask away Magister, we’ve plenty of time I think.” We’d slowed our horses to a trot but were still making good time. 
 
      
 
    “You know King Oswy probably better than anyone, yes?” 
 
      
 
    “Maybe. We’ve been together thirty years. We learned swordplay together. He’s saved my life many times, and I’ve returned the favour.” I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Why did he choose Rome? Above the people who sheltered him and his brothers? Was it really just St Peter?” 
 
      
 
    Godwin didn’t answer immediately. As the silence extended I thought of putting the question again but he answered before I could do so. 
 
      
 
    “More than one reason. It’s hard for me to talk about it, I think he would rather I didn’t, but -” he turned to our companion. “Ethelred. Ride up ahead a bit. Keep an eye out for likely ambush spots.” Ethelred grunted assent, pulled a couple of dozen yards ahead of them and Godwin continued. “The stuff about St Peter got to him. He was worried - I would go so far as to say frightened. He had always counted on St Michael, the warrior. If God would have a warrior at his right hand then he thought that a fighter like himself would be welcome. He hadn’t counted on a fisherman being the keeper of the Gates. He kept coming back to that when we spoke about it – or rather he spoke about it. I just listened. But there were other things too. The old order changes, yielding place to new.” He looked sideways at me and there was a grim smile there. “But why didn’t your people answer it? The thing about St Peter? What happened?” 
 
      
 
    It was my turn to pause before answering. 
 
      
 
    “We were relying on Cuthbert. He’s a great preacher, I think you know, and he would have answered Wilfrid in normal times, and answered him very well, but he’s ill. We asked too much of him, and he cracked,” I said.  
 
      
 
    “There’s something else about the Romans that turned King Oswy’s head,” Godwin said. “They are like a well-drilled army. They are more than happy to bless the armies of the kingdoms they already have, but you – begging your pardon, Magister – you Irish are more likely to give him a three hour sermon than a three-second blessing.” 
 
      
 
    “We’re not very enthusiastic about wars and conquests, no,” I agreed, “but we were on his side when it mattered most to him, when the Mercian army had him hemmed in against the Cheviot hills. He talks about that victory as a miracle and thanked Lindisfarne for it handsomely.” We walked the horses on, while Godwin thought some more.  
 
      
 
    “Will you go over to Rome?” 
 
      
 
    “Me? No, no. I can’t go over. The price for their order and discipline is that they want to control everything - body through the King’s word, and souls through their threats of damnation. I don’t like it. These Romans like power too much.” 
 
      
 
    “Ah, yes. You may have the right of it there. But can you see the appeal to a king?” Ethelred dropped back to rejoin us before he could continue. We were in a large clearing but the trees and undergrowth were closing in, less than two hundred yards before us. 
 
      
 
    “I think there’s someone ahead,” he said in a low and casual voice. “Bushes either side of the track. Right up to the edge. I saw movement.” 
 
      
 
    “Magister?” Godwin enquired. I felt ahead with my mind and detected four, two either side, furtive and conspiratorial. I nodded. 
 
      
 
    “Two on each side. It’s an ambush, all right. Let’s make ready.” So saying, I loosened my sword in its sheath and prepared to draw it. Godwin stopped me. 
 
      
 
    “Can you not - you know - stop them?”  
 
      
 
    “I need eye contact - or physical contact for best results. I could only do it one at a time. And they are determined on a course of action. It would take time to break it down. I doubt if they’ll give us that time.” 
 
      
 
    “Very well, but leave it to us. This is our speciality.” 
 
      
 
    “I can fight as well, you know.” 
 
      
 
    “I’m sure, and with your bare hands too, I hear,” Godwin smiled, “but we know what we’re doing. You would only get in the way. Stay back and pick off any that try to come round our flank. You ready?” he asked Ethelred, as he buckled his shield onto his crippled arm. 
 
      
 
    “Aye, and willing too,” came the reply. 
 
      
 
    “Well then, let’s get to it!” he finished with a roar and the two of them charged into the narrowing track.  
 
      
 
    The failing light made it a little difficult to see exactly what happened, but it was clear that the ambushers were not expecting a charge. The expected easy pickings had turned into a desperate fight almost before they realised what had happened. 
 
      
 
    Godwin and Ethelred took a bush each and flushed the outlaws into the open. They had the initial advantage, as they were on horseback and the robbers were on foot and surprised. One head flew on a gout of blood into the trees at the first pass. The two soldiers dismounted and engaged their enemies on foot. A second robber retreated under an onslaught of blows from Godwin. A third was engaging Ethelred. The fourth had got his senses back and was trying to edge around and come at one or the other soldier from behind. I slipped quietly off my horse and pulled my sword from its scabbard. I didn’t want to kill but I would not see my companions wounded. 
 
      
 
    Even with a withered arm, Godwin could use his shield. He powered it from his shoulder and upper arm, using it like a battering ram as he fought, barging and slicing alternately and forcing his opponent back. In doing so he opened up a gap between his own back and Ethelred’s, and the last robber was heading for it, sword upraised. 
 
      
 
    His swing was met by my long blade, immovable as rock. The robber turned a surprised face to me and what he saw in my eyes scared him out of his wits. He dropped his weapon and fell gibbering to the floor. 
 
      
 
    Godwin had beaten his opponent to the ground. 
 
      
 
    “Let’s save ourselves the trouble of a trial. You’d only be sentenced to hang anyway, and we haven’t got time to waste.” With that, he ran the man through. Ethelred found himself an opening and finished off his opponent through the heart. The last of them was crying and weeping on the ground, trying to crawl away from me. Godwin looked at him with something approaching pity. 
 
      
 
    “What did you do to him, Magister?” 
 
      
 
    “Asked him what he feared most and showed it to him - with a few embellishments.” 
 
      
 
    “What was it?” 
 
      
 
    “I don’t know. It came from his own mind, and I didn’t have time to examine it closely.” Godwin looked at me with something approaching disgust. This was not a soldier’s way. 
 
      
 
    “A clean death is better than lingering madness,” he said and cut the man’s head off before I could stop him. 
 
      
 
    “He would’ve recovered. I would have released him,” I said. 
 
      
 
    “I’d have hanged him anyway,” Godwin said and cleaned his bloody sword on the grass. 
 
      
 
    I wanted to give them a burial service but Godwin insisted that they’d wasted enough time for one day and, after a short argument, ordered me back into the saddle. I refused and, after a few more fruitless threats and orders, we agreed to light a small pyre. We collected sufficient brushwood in less than twenty minutes, and set it to burning immediately the bodies were dumped on top of it. I said a few words and then we were on our way. The horses would normally have been well rested after the time they had spent hanging around but the smell of death made even these battle-hardened beasts nervous. They wouldn’t be able to go much further that day; just through the village Ieuan had raced through two-and-a-half hours earlier and out the other side a mile or so. It was full dark when we finally called a halt, the time since the fight having passed with hardly a word between us. 
 
      
 
    The fire was made up and the meal was eaten before anyone said anything of any meaning. It was I who broke the silence as I was finding Godwin’s mood uncomfortable. 
 
      
 
    “Godwin, what ails you?” He didn’t look up. 
 
      
 
    “You. You disturb me. What you did to that robber. He was terrified, and you barely laid a finger on him.” 
 
      
 
    “I was you who killed him. I didn’t.” 
 
      
 
    “Isn’t a quick, fighter’s death preferable to madness?” 
 
      
 
    “As I said, I would have relieved him of his fear. And don’t think he wasn’t frightened of you: he was terrified.” 
 
      
 
    “But I didn’t drive him out his mind.” 
 
      
 
    “Nor did I. It was a temporary thing.” 
 
      
 
    “So you say.” 
 
      
 
    “So I do say.” 
 
      
 
    Silence fell again but it was broken, this time by Ethelred. 
 
      
 
    “I would’ve thought anyone would have been grateful to a man who saved his life, however he managed it.” Godwin glared at him. “With the greatest possible respect, sir,” he concluded, but his tone was not particularly respectful as he took a close interest in cleaning his sword. 
 
      
 
    “Aye, maybe.” Godwin said, but he was still out of sorts. He turned to me belligerently and said “Is that witchcraft how you bested Elfrith?” 
 
      
 
    “Who?” 
 
      
 
    “The man whose collarbone you broke at the inn, on the way to Whitby.” 
 
      
 
    “Oh, him,” I replied nonchalantly, “No. He was drunk and determined on a fight. He had only one thought in his mind, and that was spilling blood. He wasn’t very bright and so he held any thought as tight as he could. No room in his pea brain for any more than one at a time.” 
 
      
 
    “So you say you don’t use your spells to overcome others? How can I be sure you won’t get me to be your plaything? How can I be sure you’ll leave my mind alone?” 
 
      
 
    “Godwin,” I said evenly, “what I have I use carefully, and never for my own gain. Don’t you think,” I said, with some anger, “don’t you think that I would have influenced Oswy to decide in our favour if I was going to abuse my Gift in that way? Don’t you?” 
 
      
 
    Godwin regarded me for a few seconds and then he turned away with a growl, wrapping himself in a blanket. 
 
      
 
    “Get some sleep,” he said gruffly, “we have an early start in the morning.” Ethelred took his time finishing off tending his sword but I took the advice and rolled myself up in my turn. 
 
      
 
    I was floating on a sea of glass and oil and had been for Eternity. I could smell the further shore, the apples that hung in the orchards and I knew I was closer but not yet, not yet. 
 
      
 
    The skein of wool that the child held out was nearly exhausted. A shadow passed over a dark sky and reached for the tiny boy, its claws extending and stretching with fingers like daggers and twigs. It seemed to hesitate and lurch but came ever onwards, reaching down from the blackness in which it was formed - but there was a point of light! - and reaching but fighting against something, something. Then it pulled sharply away and fled over the hills to the north. 
 
      
 
    But it was still there, waiting for the child and fearing him. It still hungered and searched for another. 
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    The Last Torment 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    He is standing in a wasteland. Smoke is rising from ruins all around. Streams run red with blood, the ground was soaked in it. There was no-one around, not even a corpse. The Land was laid waste and devastated and the war had moved on. He was alone in the middle of emptiness. Who he had come with and why he had come there - wherever he was - he knew not. Whoever had ridden with him had gone, and his horse had gone as well. He had been betrayed and deserted. His closest companions had gone, there was no-one on whom he could depend. Those he had trusted had run away. His heart is as devastated as the Land and his spirit is as broken as the shattered oak tree he is standing by, its splintered trunk smoking and the fallen branches little more than charcoal, ruined and desolate. 
 
      
 
    Steam is rising from broken huts and unspeakable piles of waste but there is no rain. The Earth sweats, the sky boils, there’s no rain. A crackle of thunder flashes across the mountains and dry drops of dust fall from the scarlet sky to the black earth. Mountains of ash rear all around, mounting out of the dead earth and leaning over like bones from a stripped, discarded and dissembled skeleton. A hot wind blows out of a dry month and whispers words as meaningless as rats’ feet over broken glass in a dry cellar. There is no water but only rock, rock and ash and an abandoned road from nowhere to darkness.  
 
      
 
    A Word came out of the south over his shoulder but he does not, cannot hope to turn again. A shadow came from the north and spread its wings across the sky. Not a cloud with rain - sweet water! - but darkness and death and there was no hope. 
 
      
 
    Embrace the darkness, accept it and you will be whole again. 
 
      
 
    His vision is failing and he can’t see. He can’t See! 
 
      
 
    Accept the wings and let them enfold you and comfort you. 
 
      
 
    He can’t see. He turns in confusion and sees a point of light in the darkness and the dark recoils from it. A hiss of hate came from behind and he turns again, stepping back away from the snake, if snake it was, but even a snake would have been welcome in this lifeless land and he would have embraced it like a lover. But it was nothing. Not even a reed broke the flat, featureless landscape where rocks pushed out of the ash like rotted teeth from fleshless gums in a dead mouth. 
 
      
 
    A dirty dog dug in the dung and disinterred a corpse, planted last year but ready to sprout. It may bloom this year, if there is water. There are the gashes that were his eyes, there the hole where his heart used to be, that beat so prettily and so well. There is nothing in his head but straw and dry thoughts in a windy month. Had he done enough? This is last year’s tree, which brought life to the Land but now is withered and blackened and has no more to give. Had he a heart, anyone who had a heart, would give it through his hands to bring life to the Land. 
 
      
 
    A Word came from the south and he turns to hear and turns again to a cold blast at his back and the rattle of bones and chuckle spread from ear to ear. 
 
      
 
    A movement in a broken hut. A red face, sneering under a blonde thatch, then gone. 
 
      
 
    A great drum sounds once. Doom. Give. I have given everything. I can give no more. 
 
      
 
    There is a huge, crudely carved block of stone with slashes for eyes, pits for a nose and a gaping maw lined with teeth that had been so heavily soaked in blood that it was ingrained. He turns and tries to run but his legs would not carry him, they are glued to the ground. Give, the stone boomed.  
 
      
 
    I have nothing left to give. There is no-one here. There is nothing. I am alone. My friends have betrayed me. My horse has left me. There is torchlight, and red faces running with sweat, and they come for me.  
 
      
 
    Doom. The drum thundered but it brought no rain. 
 
      
 
    Give. Invaders come and they kill the Land. 
 
      
 
    Give sacrifice and bring the Land back to life. 
 
      
 
    I have no sacrifice. 
 
      
 
    Give sacrifice. 
 
      
 
    I have nothing. 
 
      
 
    He falls to his knees, weeping at his loss and the death of the Land, his Land and he has no Sacrifice to give and bring the Land back to life. He has nothing, no-one in the wasteland but himself, even the torches were extinguished and the red, sweaty faces have gone. 
 
      
 
    Over the mountains to the north the thunder flashes and there was no rain but he hears the cry of a child. 
 
      
 
    Give. 
 
      
 
    He weeps, he weeps and weeps but the tears are dry and are ash, more ash to pile up on the ground before him. 
 
      
 
    A soft breeze that promised rain came to his back from the south and he turns with hope and there is light in the red darkness, under the boiling sky and heaving Earth and if he can get to it there would be hope and a Word of kindness that gave more than it took but a blast of hot dry wind from the north knocks him face down to the ground and his mouth is full of ash and dust and he is blinded and his hands are full of ash and he knows that any fragment of hope is folly. 
 
      
 
    The sound of a child comes from the black, harsh mountains of the north and he is obscured in a great forest halfway between north and south, bewildered, and he knows he has lost his way. He has no guide, no hope and the only sign anywhere was the sound of the child in the mountains.  
 
      
 
    He stands and weeps and walks towards the cry, he can feel the heart beat, there is no hope for him and his tears are dry as dust as he walks down the wasted road to the desolate mountains, towards the sound of the child who might bring life to the Land at his hands. 
 
      
 
    Ieuan woke at the first light of the sun. His clothes were soaked in sweat and his eyes were stinging with tears. He couldn’t bring himself to make breakfast or wash. He got on his horse and rode along the desolate track, looking without hope for the next village he could find. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    I had been drowning now another was drowning and I reached my hand for him but he moved away and he sank beneath the surface of the sea, which heaved and retched as if ready to spew the other out but held him until only a hand remained, just out of reach. 
 
      
 
    I woke up to Godwin’s gentle shake. It was still dark but there was the hint of light in the east. 
 
      
 
    “What hour is it?” 
 
      
 
    “About an hour before dawn. The false light is in the sky.” 
 
      
 
    “Come on,” I said, “we must catch him before he takes another sacrifice. I tried to bring him back but I couldn’t reach him. He won’t turn from his path.” 
 
      
 
    We prepared ourselves quickly, mounted up and ate a light breakfast as we rode. 
 
      
 
    “Magister,” Godwin said in a low voice. “I’m sorry for last night. We each fight in our own way, my head is clearer this morning.” 
 
      
 
    “Think nothing of it, Godwin, but thank you. It takes a big man to apologise when he thinks he’s done wrong.” 
 
      
 
    “I understand why King Oswy wants you to stay as his adviser. He would reward you very well.” 
 
      
 
    “I know that, Godwin, but I’m really not interested. I want as little to do with courts and earthly kings as possible. I have had all of that, and it was like ash in my mouth. I want no more of it. And besides, there is no vacancy. I’ve said it before: Oswy has a fine counsellor already, one who helps him take decisions - necessary decisions - that I would oppose.” Godwin nodded. His face was a grim mask but the apprehension behind it subsided. “When I leave Northumbria today, it will probably be the last time I will be here. I may not be able to persuade him to let me go another time.” 
 
      
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
      
 
    “Let’s get on now. Today will see the last of this, I think.”  
 
      
 
    As the light gained strength we kicked our horses into a canter, closing the distance between ourselves and our quarry with every minute that went by. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    30 
 
      
 
    Betrayal of Youth 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Ieuan pulled wretchedly to a halt. The sky above was a plain, featureless, washed-out grey and the vegetation hung limply from black, wet branches. It wasn’t raining now and from the look of the landscape it might as well not have bothered when it had. This sort of rain rots cabbages and blights turnips, he thought. But there was something he needed, something that his body wouldn’t let him forget. The loss of the Sight in his dream had frightened him and he knew it foretold the reality. He must have the Sight, and with it the Power to hold off and defeat his pursuers. There was no other way. 
 
      
 
    Even in this miserable weather children would be out. Some would be sent to tend crops, clearing ditches and digging runs for the surface water to run off, others, too young for work, would go off to their normal playgrounds in the woods. There would be one alone, there always was. He didn’t want to but he had to. He was exhausted and twisted with the conflict but, now he had decided that the deed had to be done, he was easier, and determined. He sat on his horse within the tree line He could see the village just down the slope before him, all laid open to his eyes, if he just moved his head to one side or the other. A miserable cluster of a dozen thatched mud huts, with two larger huts for storage and animal shelter, probably. The ground between them was churned-up cloying mud, a slurry of semi-liquid solids, more appropriate to a cesspit than a path or road. 
 
      
 
    The inhabitants went sluggishly about their tedious chores, depressed by the energy-sapping weather and the mind-numbing struggle to raise crops and tend animals. Ieuan felt the weather too. Muscles ached and joints pained him when he moved them, and stiffened up if he didn’t. He sat for nearly an hour, almost motionless, just the occasional creak from his saddle-leather as he shifted his weight to ease the stiffness. A damp mist hung in the air, thicker as it got higher, leaving the village as a clear bowl, like a picture in the middle of a smoky glass. 
 
      
 
    There. 
 
      
 
    A boy, a small boy, about five or six by the size of him, walking towards his hiding-place, engrossed in a leaf, or flower, or insect that he was painstakingly pulling to pieces but scattering carelessly as he walked. Ieuan pulled his horse further back into the wood and slipped quietly out of the saddle. The child didn’t hear - or paid no attention to - the slight creak of leather as he dismounted, engrossed as he was in his destruction.  
 
      
 
    Ieuan pulled a cloth and a bottle from his bag. He unstopped the bottle and poured a generous amount of cold-smelling clear liquid from it, soaking the cloth. He turned his head and then held it behind his back so that the fumes wouldn’t dull his senses, and watched closely as the child approached. Just twenty yards away. 
 
      
 
    The boy stopped and looked back to the village. Then he looked to the woods. Then back at the village again. 
 
      
 
    Come on. Come on, Ieuan thought. He was eager now, his own blood rushing through his ears, his breathing getting faster and faster, but still steady, still in control. He could feel the heartbeat, and all it promised of fulfilment and Power. He was all hunger, all anticipation. He looked around and felt with his mind for other presences. There were none, not nearby, not near enough to bother him. The child looked once more at the village then made his way - with more purpose - to the cover of the wood. Probably been told to keep out, but that’s what made boys so delicious, they were so defiant! They would go off on their own, wanting their own way. 
 
      
 
    Now! The child was right by him. A couple of steps and he had him, one arm round his small chest, the other clamping the drug-infused cloth over his nose and mouth. 
 
      
 
    The boy didn’t have time to do more than stiffen before the drug did its work and he slumped into Ieuan’s arm. He held the cloth over his mouth for a moment longer to ensure that his prize would not wake up too early. He threw a sack over him, tied the neck up and slung the baggage across the saddle before mounting himself, arranging his burden in front of him. He could feel the little life coursing through the virginal body. A shame it was so long until the night, when they could be one.  
 
      
 
    The drugged cloth went back into his bag and then he kicked the horse into a fast walk that took him through the trees and around the village to the west. He was tempted by a roaring mental bravado to ride openly through the settlement but he would not take the tiniest risk, not now, not now. When his Power and Sight were at their strongest, later, then he would do whatever he wanted and no-one - no-one - could stop him. He would be their master and they would do his bidding. 
 
      
 
    For now, he rode silently through the quiet woods, around the village and on into the wilderness to the north. He would have his Power back before he reached the Wall and no-one would stop him. 
 
      
 
    *  *  * 
 
      
 
    A short while later we three rode into the village and I ordered a halt. The mist that had hindered us on higher ground lifted over it but still hung above us, as threatening as death. We asked if anyone had seen the Druid and, if so, when. No-one had. 
 
      
 
    “Have we lost him? Did he turn off the trail?” Godwin asked. I shook my head. 
 
      
 
    “His trail is very strong,” I replied. “He’s been here.” 
 
      
 
    “A Spell, then?” 
 
      
 
    “No. Nothing has affected these people.” I turned to the oldest of the group that clustered about us. “Are all the people in the village accounted for? Are they all here?” The answer was negative: some were in the fields, some tending the animals, some fishing. I ordered that everyone should be assembled immediately. There was some confusion and rumblings at the inconvenience. The heavy atmosphere had sucked away their normal openness and friendliness.  
 
      
 
    “This is the King’s business,” Godwin said loudly, “and you will do as you are told. No harm will come to you.” But he moved to his sword. I put my hand across to stay the threat. 
 
      
 
    “We’re in pursuit of a dangerous outlaw and we want to be sure he hasn’t taken anyone. Get everyone here, as soon as possible. Children too. I promise and give my word that no harm will come to you. My life on it.” The eldorman looked carefully at me and I looked straight back, holding his gaze. He nodded and told the villagers to do as they were told. 
 
      
 
    After an eternal fifteen minutes, it appeared that all who were coming were there. A small enough crowd, maybe three dozen. Three names were called out, two of which were answered and, in response to the third, confirmation from two others that he was on his way. 
 
      
 
    “Is everyone here? Everyone from the village?” The eldorman nodded and I felt relieved. I was about to thank them for their trouble and depart when a voice called out. 
 
      
 
    “Elfric! Where are you! Elfric, where’s my Elfric?” The voice belonged to a woman with a baby on her hip and a toddler hanging from her arm. She was looking around, curious rather than concerned. The crowd looked around themselves, under themselves, then to the further reaches of the settlement and finally to the fields beyond. There were no stragglers. 
 
      
 
    “Who is Elfric?” I asked urgently. 
 
      
 
    “Her son. Her third-born. A fine lad. Strong. He’ll be all right, probably hiding.” 
 
      
 
    “We must find him,” I said and dismounted. Godwin and Ethelred did so too and the crowd moved back. “We must look for him. Everyone must be accounted for.” Elfric’s mother was looking this way and that, becoming agitated. 
 
      
 
    “Elfric! Where are you? Come out here! No-one’ll hurt you! Come out from where you’re hiding! Come on now, Elfric!” 
 
      
 
    “He’s a wilful lad. He’ll have wandered off someplace,” the eldorman said. 
 
      
 
    “That’s what worries me,” I returned. 
 
      
 
    “Oh but, surely, no-one, not even an outlaw, not a lad? What are we worth? What can anyone hope for from him?” 
 
      
 
    “More than you could possibly imagine. We must find him, and quickly. Organise a search. We’ll help you.” I went over to the woman and calmed her. “We will find him. Where does he like to go?” She told me he liked to go to the pool just upriver from the village, and searchers were dispatched there, and the other two or three places she mentioned. “And where have you told him not to go?” She was calmer - with my gentle assistance - but concern was bubbling up again and it was with a shaking arm that she indicated the woods to the south of the village, on the hills above the fields. We headed there immediately after giving the eldorman and the remaining villagers instructions to search all houses and shelters - even the pig sties - and then fan out across the fields and nearby countryside. 
 
      
 
    We reined the horses in at the edge of the trees. I walked mine up and down the thick undergrowth that edged the fields and dismounted by a small, narrow track, no more than a dent in the surface, perhaps the run of a small animal.  
 
      
 
    “The boy’s been up here before.” I pushed in under the low-lying branches and stood again as they thinned in the gloom. Godwin and I walked into the woods no more than ten yards. 
 
      
 
    “Horse-tracks,” Godwin pointed to the soft ground. 
 
      
 
    “And droppings. He waited here a while.” 
 
      
 
    “Has he got him?” I closed my eyes and got a whiff of a numbing and consciousness-sapping drug. I felt the echo of the briefest of struggles and staggered into Godwin, almost overcome by my empathy with the recent events. I opened my eyes again sharply, shaking my head to clear it. 
 
      
 
    “Unless he left him lying here, drugged and unconscious, yes he has.” A quick search confirmed that there was no sleeping child there. 
 
      
 
    “How long ago?” 
 
      
 
    “Not long. Less than an hour. Not long before we got here.” Godwin’s breath hissed and he thumped his gloved fist against his chest. “No use crying over it. We must get on after him.” 
 
      
 
    “Which way?” 
 
      
 
    “He went off to the west, but I’ll wager he swung around to the north and headed for the Wall. The village fields are more up the valley than downriver.” 
 
      
 
    “Rough country downriver. Hard to cross.” 
 
      
 
    “Which may give us an advantage if we go the direct route.” 
 
      
 
    “Will you risk it? What if he went way east?” 
 
      
 
    “He would have to find a bridge to cross downriver. Or a busy ford. He’ll want to keep out of sight. I’ll risk it. You with me?” Godwin nodded. We returned to the horses and cantered back down the slope to the boy’s mother and a small crowd, steadily growing as the searchers returned. I dismounted and spoke to the eldorman and the child’s mother. 
 
      
 
    “The boy has been taken, but not long ago. We believe we know which way the outlaw is heading and we’ll pursue him.” Angry villagers wanted to join the hunt but they were refused. The father of the child was most insistent but we turned him down, as well. “We’ll be faster on horseback. We know what we’re doing and, with the greatest respect, you will just get in the way. We want him back as soon as possible.” I spoke quietly to Elfric’s mother. “You will have your son back by nightfall. Depend on it.” She reached and grabbed my robe as I mounted my horse. I held it for a moment as she looked tearfully into my face. Her cry was silent, but deeply distressed. I looked deeply into her eyes and said, calmingly, “He will be back before nightfall. Depend on it.” Then I let her go and the three of us rode off out of the village to the north. 
 
      
 
    We cantered along the track for half an hour, heedless of the mist, until I called a halt. I jumped down off my horse and took a deep breath. Godwin and Ethelred, the men of action, were impatient to be moving. 
 
      
 
    “What are you doing?” Godwin demanded. “We must catch him as fast as we can. We can’t afford delay.” 
 
      
 
    “We’ll catch him quicker if we know where he is. I’ll find out now,” I replied as I sat against a tree and closed my eyes. I would risk direct contact: no point in trying to be circumspect any more. 
 
      
 
    In the warm velvet darkness all sparks pointed me to one place, a place I knew. The wall was huge and impenetrable. There was no way round, no way over, no way under. I looked for the door and found it as fast as thought. It was huge, thick, oak, locked, bossed, bound with iron and barred. I touched it and it fell to dust at my feet. Ieuan was inside the room, sitting, waiting, the child on his knee. All around were the bodies of bloody children. 
 
      
 
    I don’t think we need the distractions he said, and cupboards closed shut on the heaps of bodies. Doors appeared across the shelves. Lids came down over the worktops and more space appeared for the dead children on the floor to be swept into. 
 
      
 
    You may cover them but they are still there I said, you will carry them with you everywhere. They will never leave you. Nonetheless I left the doors closed. Ieuan looked at the child on his knee. 
 
      
 
    And there is this one. 
 
      
 
    Let the child go. 
 
      
 
    But if I do that my Power fades. It needs to be fed. 
 
      
 
    We will catch up with you before dark. He is no use to you. Let the child go. 
 
      
 
    He is everything to me. He is my Power. The heart of the child pulsed red within his chest. 
 
      
 
    You have nothing. You have been led astray. You have been enslaved by this Power, there is no Gift. Look at the price you have paid, and I opened the doors, raised the lids, opened the cupboards and brought all the dead children into view. You have betrayed God and yourself. 
 
      
 
    Ieuan shut the doors, lids and cupboards and put the children away. It is the price that must be paid. 
 
      
 
    You have been led astray. You have been deceived. You have nothing. 
 
      
 
    I have seen the future. I have seen what will come to pass. More and more invaders. Only by blood can our victory be bought. We need the strength to repel them. This child will give me the strength. 
 
      
 
    You have seen the picture you were shown and you gave up all hope. I have seen otherwise. The people will come together and be one and be stronger for their differences. There is real hope. I showed him many peoples, melding together, gaining strength from each and making more of what was there. 
 
      
 
    Hope of what? A pretty picture? You believe your dead God, who is so bloodthirsty he wouldn’t even spare his own Son? Even his Son he was prepared to see die. 
 
      
 
    The one sacrifice - willingly given - so that we could throw off the chains of the old demons. You would enslave us again. 
 
      
 
    Ieuan licked his lips hungrily as he considered the child. Cromm Cruaich - the earth boomed at the name - will like this one. He will give me the Power to defeat you and all who challenge me. 
 
      
 
    Your demon will not have him. We will be on you before darkness falls. Let the child go. It will be better for you. 
 
      
 
    Ieuan smiled a hopeless smile and looked at the dead children, then he closed the doors, cupboards and lids again. It could not be any worse. 
 
      
 
    It will be worse. One more will make it worse. Even now, so late, so late, turn away. You can hope for better. Give the child up to us. 
 
      
 
    What will you give me? What is this child worth to you? 
 
      
 
    He is worth everything. 
 
      
 
    He is nothing. No more than a plaything, a tool, a step to strength and Power. He is nothing, but he can give me so much. He looked at me with eyes lidded with skin thinner than paper. You will let me go if I let you have one worthless child? 
 
      
 
    No. I will pursue you to the ends of the earth, and I will always find you. I know where you are. 
 
      
 
    And I know where you are. 
 
      
 
    I don’t need a dead child and a demon’s deceit to find you. There will be no more dead children. You have sown the seeds of Strathclyde’s end, you will destroy no more. 
 
      
 
    Ieuan looked up sharply and his eyes flashed black and red. Strathclyde flourishes because of me. 
 
      
 
    Strathclyde withers as we speak. I showed him my Vision of the blood, pouring out of Strathclyde, which shrivelled and shrunk to nothing, less than a memory. 
 
      
 
    No! Strathclyde will be strong! We will send the invaders back into the sea! 
 
      
 
    It is already destroyed. It will wither. It will take time but it is finished. You have destroyed it. You have been deceived. The truth of the image I showed you is indisputable. You had ignored it, you know it is true. 
 
      
 
    Ieuan considered the child. What will you give me for this child? 
 
      
 
    Nothing. 
 
      
 
    Nothing? When he is worth so much to you? 
 
      
 
    We will find you before you can kill him. 
 
      
 
    What if I sacrifice him now? 
 
      
 
    I will still give you nothing. Spite is all you have left and I don’t want that. 
 
      
 
    Nothing. Not even six hours? 
 
      
 
    I considered. Half an hour. 
 
      
 
    Four hours. 
 
      
 
    I am not here to bargain. 
 
      
 
    Two hours. Give me two hours. 
 
      
 
    Give the child up. Turn away from this path, even now, so late. 
 
      
 
    Will your God forgive me? 
 
      
 
    I don’t speak for God.  
 
      
 
    You don’t forgive? 
 
      
 
    I don’t have the power.  
 
      
 
    You don’t bind on Earth as in Heaven? 
 
      
 
    The power is not mine, I don’t seek it. 
 
      
 
    Is there hope of forgiveness by your God, even for me? 
 
      
 
    I do not speak for God. Nor will I force you to do anything. The choice is yours. You must make it, freely. 
 
      
 
    There was silence for eternity. 
 
      
 
    You can have the child. 
 
      
 
    You can have your two hours, though they will gain you little. Two hours, then I will come for you. 
 
      
 
    I will leave him here. 
 
      
 
    Send him to us. I will guide him. We will come to meet him. 
 
      
 
    As you wish. He is on his way now. 
 
      
 
    I will see you soon. 
 
      
 
    I will destroy you. 
 
      
 
    As God wishes. 
 
      
 
    I checked that the boy was on his way and then took a draught of my medicine. 
 
      
 
    “He has released the boy. He’s coming down the valley now.” Godwin stood and looked out for the child. “We can go and pick him up. We’ll meet him in less than half an hour.” 
 
      
 
    “Then we go after that monster.” 
 
      
 
    “No, then you take the boy back to his parents. I go after Ieuan alone.” Godwin protested but I would have none of it. “You wouldn’t be able to get anywhere near him. He would fill your mind with confusion before you were within half a mile. The images themselves – just the images – may kill you. Leave it to me.” 
 
      
 
    We mounted up and picked our way forward, going carefully across the narrow ground. Sooner than expected we came across a little boy, tearful, frightened, scratched and picking his way through the bushes and over the rocks. I dismounted and walked slowly towards him. The boy looked up and gave a cry of fear. He wanted to turn and run but his eyes had met mine and he stayed where he was, although everything inside him told him to run from this man, who was dressed like the other and had the same head. I held up my hand and spoke. 
 
      
 
    “Elfric?” the boy nodded, uncertainly. “We’ve come to take you home. These men will take you back to your mother. She’s worried about you and she wants to see you. Would you like to see her?” the boy nodded again. “These men will take you to her. They are friends. They’re the King’s soldiers, and they have come here especially to help you. Would you like a ride on their horses?” The boy nodded enthusiastically and made no resistance when I swept him up in my arms. There was no smell and no sleepiness this time, and he relaxed. I passed him up to Godwin and then went and mounted my own horse. I got into the saddle in time to see Godwin passing the child to Ethelred. 
 
      
 
    “Take him back to the village.” Ethelred turned off to do as ordered. I sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Godwin, go back. This is a battle between me and the Druid. I know what I’m doing and you will only get in the way.” 
 
      
 
    “It seems I’ve heard those words before, but it was my voice then. It was shortly before you saved my life. I haven’t repaid the favour yet. I’m coming with you.” 
 
      
 
    “Please Godwin, you have no idea what is involved. You know now that I was a fighting man. I know you’ve never been a Druid and have no Gift as I and Ieuan have. Please leave it to me.” Godwin urged his horse closer. 
 
      
 
    “There’s no point in trying to dissuade me, Magister. I have orders to escort you to the frontier, and to apprehend any wrongdoers I may come across. This man has done great wrong and I am going to help you to apprehend him. Now stop arguing and let’s get on with it.” I hesitated then breathed out, long and slow. I could stay here arguing with Godwin all day and I still wouldn’t get rid of him. 
 
      
 
    “Very well,” I said finally. “Ethelred, take Elfric back to the village and then wait for Godwin there. Thanks for your help, and God speed.” The English warrior settled the boy on the saddle in front of him and then set off at a trot, back they way they’d come. “Godwin, you can accompany me part of the way, you stubborn great bear. But let me tell you this: the first time you come across something that really frightens you, you are to return to the village and then go on to Bamburgh. If I have you to distract me, I will be handicapped. So the very first time, agreed?” The old veteran, who feared nothing other than his King’s disfavour, agreed confidently. He was certain he would be in at the death.  
 
      
 
    “Now, I have something to tell you. I made a deal with the Druid to give him two hours start.” Godwin bristled but I continued before he could interrupt. “Either that or risk the boy’s life. Don’t worry, we’ll catch him. Probably before sunset. So let’s sit down and have an early lunch. We have an hour and a half to kill.” 
 
      
 
    We dismounted and I lit a candle, which I placed in the lee of a tree for shelter. When it burned down, we would move. Meantime we ate, drank, and talked of inconsequential matters such as marriage, children, battles and travels. As we spoke and joked I could feel Godwin’s estimation of me rise a few notches, and my affection for the Englishman deepened, in its turn. He was a brave and knowledgeable man. When the candle burned out we were as close as we would ever be. We mounted up and set off north, through clearer but still dull weather, in renewed pursuit of the Druid. 
 
      
 
    After three hours I held up my hand and we stopped. The watery light was fading. 
 
      
 
    “What is it?” Godwin asked, but got no answer. 
 
      
 
    There was the one I sought, moving much slower than expected. Not far away at all. There was animal pain. All the power in the world would not make it able to bear a man’s weight. 
 
      
 
    “His horse is lame. He’s not far ahead, about a mile or so, off to the left. Let’s get down and leave the horses here. You never know what’ll happen.” We dismounted and, as we did so, I caught a sound of running water nearby. I handed my reins to Godwin and walked off to the right. In a few minutes I came across a pool in the river, shallow at the edge but ice cold with the water from the hills. The rags and totems about told me this was a sacred place, even had I not felt the peace that lifted my spirits. I was refreshed and strengthened by my visit and I filed the pool’s location in my mind for future reference. Perhaps when this was over I would return and give thanks. 
 
      
 
    “We’ll go on foot now,” We walked off towards Ieuan’s last hiding place. Godwin drew his sword, at which I raised an eyebrow but offered no comment. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    31 
 
      
 
    The Last Battle 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A few moments further on I felt a whooshing roar and I was tied into a tangled thicket of thorns. The plants were alive and wrapped themselves about me, tugging and tearing at my clothes and scratching my legs, my arms and my face as they grew and writhed all around. I breathed slowly and closed my eyes and I was in the clear again.  
 
      
 
    Godwin was writhing and striking out with his sword in all directions, hacking this way and that, shielding his eyes from an unseen attack. He roared and cursed in his distress. 
 
      
 
    “Godwin!” I called. No response. “Godwin! Godwin! Stand still! It is Anselm! Magister Anselm! I will come to you! Be calm and I will rescue you! Stop waving your sword about or I can’t get near you!” I got through to him and he stopped, reluctantly, and stood shaking like a frightened colt. His face showed clearly that he was revolted and terrified by the attack. I took a couple of steps across to him, took his sword hand and looked into his eyes. 
 
      
 
    “It’s gone. There is nothing there. There never was anything there except the trees and the track.” Godwin shook his head and looked around him. The trembling reduced but was still obvious and the face that turned to me was still frightened. 
 
      
 
    “What...? How...?” he asked. 
 
      
 
    “An illusion. Nothing but an illusion. He sent a mind spell but it’s gone now.” The great bear sat down heavily on a nearby rock, his sword leaning loosely against his knee while he rubbed his good hand through his thick blonde hair. 
 
      
 
    “How can we fight that? How can we fight what isn’t there?” 
 
      
 
    “There is no ‘we’ about it, Godwin. Remember our agreement. The first time you came across something that really frightened you, you were to turn back. You are frightened now. Go back and leave this to me.” The great-hearted man stood and shook himself from head to toe. Then he shook his head again, closed his eyes and opened them wide, then rubbed them with his finger and thumb before speaking. 
 
      
 
    “I’m fine. I’ll be fine now. It just took me by surprise. I’ll be fine. I promise you.” I restrained him from going on. I was filled with affection, sympathy and deep respect for this man, who had been terrified by something he had never encountered before but was still prepared to face it again. 
 
      
 
    “No, Godwin,” I said, “you must leave it to me. That was nothing. A trumpet-blast; nothing more than a range finder. It’ll get worse. Much worse. If I allowed you to come with me you would be a slobbering fool before we had gone a hundred paces. You remember the outlaws yesterday? The one I had disabled but you killed?” Godwin nodded slowly and miserably. “What I did to him was nothing compared to what will happen to you if you go on. I wasn’t trying to hurt, just disable. Ieuan will try to destroy me. He will drive you to incurable madness as a by-blow. He will barely even give you a thought but the rest of your life will be filled with torment such as you can’t imagine. Please, my friend, go back to the horses and wait for me. This shouldn’t take too long. Please.” The big man stood, looked down at me, with my inadequate build and shaved head. He shook his head and turned and walked slowly back off down the path. “Horses for courses, Godwin,” I called out, “just the right mount for the job.” Godwin sheathed his sword and raised his hand in miserable acknowledgement. He had never been so frightened; he would remember it for the rest of his life. 
 
      
 
    I stood and watched for a few moments to make absolutely sure that he’d left, then turned and walked towards the creature who had once been my friend, determination steeling my heart and my mind. I’d gone no more than twenty yards when a wall of fire leaped up across the path. It raced around and had encircled me in the time between one thought and the next. It radiated fierce and hungry heat and it started to close in from all sides at once. It was going to roast me, I could feel it start to singe my hair. I closed my eyes and walked straight on into the cooling late afternoon air.  
 
      
 
    I'm sure you have more than that. I am alone now. I am coming for you. You will not stop me.  
 
      
 
    I walked on, then contacted Ieuan again. I couldn’t believe it was you. I thought it was one of Lucius’ followers. You became a disciple of his? 
 
      
 
    Lucius. He’s been dead twenty years. 
 
      
 
    He taught you though, didn’t he? And he taught you well. 
 
      
 
    He taught me nothing. 
 
      
 
    He showed you. He led you to the door. And you knew what he had done. What he was doing. And you followed him. 
 
      
 
    No. It was what you did. You are cruel, and savage.

What I did? When?

At the Ballaugh.

You weren’t there.

No. But I felt what you did. And I saw the aftermath. What you did. You were savage, merciless. 

They were killing and enslaving – 
 
      
 
    Not Sean. 
 
    
Who is Sean?

He was at Innisgarbh. 

[a picture of a youth floated into my vision. The face was vaguely familiar but I couldn’t say I knew him] 
 
      
 
    What about him?

You destroyed him. Left him mad. He did no harm. 
 
      
 
    He was with Lucius. They all did harm. Massive harm. 
 
      
 
    Not Sean.

All of them. I don’t regret what I did.

You destroyed him. My beautiful Sean. I arrived there two weeks after you had wreaked your savagery. I found him. Drooling, empty – an idiot. Everything I loved about him, destroyed by you. Our whole circle of friends, brutalised and killed by you. I swore then I would find you and return the favour.  
 
      
 
    There was no arguing with this. What I had done at the Ballaugh was destroy what I thought would be the most evil thing I ever encountered. A coven of Druids who had turned to ultimate evil and were enslaving the local populace. They had revived human sacrifice – for what reason? Power, of course. And sex, in many cases. Not ordinary sex, either; the humiliation that had been visited on those unfortunate enough to fall under their influence was beyond all depravity I had previously witnessed. And I had seen some dreadful sights on my travels. 
 
      
 
    If you think I should not have destroyed that coven, you had already lost all sense of morality. They were monstrous. Bestial.  
 
      
 
    [silence from Ieuan] 
 
      
 
    So what did you do? Spend years locked away, allowing this bitterness to feed on itself and corrupt you? When did you finally turn to Cromm Cruaich? 
 
      
 
    [silence] 
 
      
 
    Let me guess. It was before the Winwaed – a few years before. You learned quickly, for one without the Sight. 
 
      
 
    [there was hiss at this. I had hit a nerve – deliberately. So he was listening.] 
 
      
 
    It was you at the Winwaed, wasn’t it? 
 
      
 
    A shivered acknowledgement 
 
      
 
    You must have thought yourself most favoured when I arrived. 
 
      
 
    A bitter chuckle echoed through the Dark and a reply came at last. 
 
      
 
    I was expecting you. One of my people had got Penda to send for you. I knew you were coming. 
 
      
 
    And the Apple of Discord? I asked.  
 
      
 
    What?

The Apple of Discord. Was that you? 
 
      
 
    What are you talking about? 
 
      
 
    Never mind. It was you, with the human sacrifices and the two disciples? How did you manage to join Oswy’s army? 
 
      
 
    A smug chuckle filtered through. 

We joined as wandering Irish friars who had been moved to minister to men’s souls on the battlefield. We knew enough to pass as Irish monks.  
 
      
 
    But Oswy is Christian. Why work for a Christian triumph? 
 
      
 
    There was no reply. I suspected, now, that his plans had not worked out. If Mercia and Northumbria had entered pitched battle at the Winwaed it was possible they would have crippled each other. With their power broken, the way would have been open for a resurgent Strathclyde to dominate all of Britain. Ieuan’s hatred of the English was palpable; it was a physical thing, part of his very being. He had already installed himself in Strathclyde. Without any opposition from Northumbria or Mercia, he could have achieved his aim of driving his enemies back into the sea whence their forefathers had come.  
 
      
 
    The children. All those children. 

He had got better at human sacrifice, if that was the right word. At the Winwaed, he’d had to kill someone every few moments. Now, he could go days – maybe even weeks? – on the blood of just one child. And that child in Dumbarton, the sick one I had called him to…

I didn’t know whether to explode with rage or to collapse in tears. The little body the woman had been holding, outside her hut, it wasn’t a child, I was certain. It was a doll. It was a doll. Her child… 
 
      
 
    I walked on another half mile and heard a rushing on the wind and an iron arrow was flying out of the trees straight at my heart but my shield was enough: the arrow clanged onto its great iron boss and dropped to the floor where it dissolved with a hiss of steam and a wisp of evil-smelling smoke. 
 
      
 
    Still maintaining a steady pace I turned a corner to find four horsemen waiting in line. The first on a white horse, with a great sword with which he would conquer, for none could stand against him, his brow was mighty and stern and his eyes were dark and pitiless; the second was red and him that sat on it brought anger and strife to the world, and was ready to raise nation against nation and cast them all down, his cloak was hooded and his eyes burned like coals; the third carried a bag in which was blight, and mould, and fungus, and rot for all the food in the world, and soil that would grow nothing and would infect the earth, and the name of the soil was wormwood and his head was emaciated, with pits of darkness in his eyes; and the fourth was on a pale horse, hooded and his head was nothing but a mesh of veins and on his brow was his name which was Death and Hell and all the beasts of hell followed him, dogs slavering at the mouth and with sharpened teeth that were eager to rip living flesh and devour it. They turned their heads towards me and they knew my name and I was afraid. The horses moved together in a line and came toward me. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and waved my hand to dispel the illusion and I opened them and they were still marching towards me, line abreast and the dogs of hell had foetid breath which I could smell as they hungered for me and my legs turned to water under me and I nearly fainted away with fear. 
 
      
 
    I closed my eyes and said ‘Lord, aid me in my hour of need. St Michael, stand before me with your sword and shield for my need is great.’ I opened my eyes and I knew what to say. 
 
      
 
    ‘Get back,’ my voice boomed, ‘return to your appointed place for your time is not yet come! In the Most Holy Name of Our Lord Jesus Christ I command you to return until the time appointed by God, the One True God who is the Lord and Master of all!’ And the horsemen and their hellpack vanished, leaving only the smell of sulphur and rotting flesh, which was blown away on the breeze.  
 
      
 
    I fell to my knees, gasping with fear and thanking God for my deliverance. After a couple of moments I stood again and resumed my march forwards. 
 
      
 
    I was entombed in rock that had leaped up around me with a silent clang. It closed in and held me tight in every direction. I couldn’t move so much as a finger and it slithered its way in through my nose, my mouth, my ears, my eyes and I was suffocating. My chest tried to heave for breath but the rock that was my tomb would not allow it and my flesh turned cold as I was absorbed, becoming the rock itself. I tried to close my eyes but my eyelids were made of rock and they would not move, save perhaps an inch in a century. But I could see nothing anyway and my mind could close its eyes while I concentrated, ignoring my body’s despair and quest for breath and I remembered the track and the trees and the watery light that was filtered through it, fading and turning red as the sun went down and I could breathe again and all was as I had remembered. 
 
      
 
    It was time to fight back. 
 
      
 
    I located my adversary and crashed a mountain of rock on top of him. It came pouring down, endless and limitless as the sky. All the rock in the world fell on this one point and when that was used up the moon fell from the sky and shattered, pouring on top of the enemy, the Druid who had betrayed his trust, then the stars fell on the place where the traitor lay, being crushed under the weight of a thousand worlds and then I was walking forward again. Ieuan had repulsed the attack. I carried on a few steps and launched again. 
 
      
 
    Walls of water poured down from the hills and swept through the forest, snapping trees like twigs, uprooting great oaks and tossing them like kindling. The old and wrecked body of the Druid could not withstand such force and was picked up and cartwheeled through the flood, spinning around and around and making thought impossible, he could not break out for the sea came rushing up the valley to smash into the mountain waters, the Druid being a forgotten, insignificant twig of no consequence, caught between the two titanic forces as they contended for mastery but I was walking through the trees again. 
 
      
 
    I rounded another twist in the path and drew my sword. Coivin lay before me, dying from his wounds and drowning in his own blood. I moved to help him, to make amends,  
 
      
 
    ‘Coivin! No! Coivin! I’m sorry! I didn’t mean...’ I stopped short, closed my eyes, shook my head and looked again.  
 
      
 
    Ieuan was struggling to his feet, breathing heavily, just forty feet away. His horse was tethered to a tree nearby. It had suffered no direct attack but it been caught in the backwash and was whinnying in terror. 
 
      
 
    “Ieuan,” I said, “let the poor creature go. This is between you and me alone and must be sorted with swords, I think, for neither of us can overcome the other.” 
 
      
 
    “Pity,” said Ieuan, who was upright again, “pity and compassion for everything. You weakling! You cannot stand against me! I will best you when the sun goes down and my Master’s strength waxes! You will lose, Ciaran!” 
 
      
 
    “I am Anselm, traitor, and I won’t wait that long. Your Master was beaten by God before time began. It’s over, Ieuan,” I continued in a more controlled tone, “surrender now and beg forgiveness for what you’ve done. There can still be mercy.” 
 
      
 
    “What have I to look forward to but death? No-one will understand. They will torture me and hang me. Why should I give myself up?” 
 
      
 
    “Ieuan, you know you must pay for the crimes you have committed. Murder, Ieuan, and of children! Hundreds of them! Or is it thousands? If you don’t pay now and seek forgiveness then, if you’re lucky, you will have to pay through a hundred lifetimes. Seek forgiveness. Repent now.” 
 
      
 
    “And your all-merciful God will forgive me? Let me go live?” 
 
      
 
    “I fear you will go to hell without any chance of redemption in future lives if you don’t repent.” Ieuan looked suddenly fearful. 
 
      
 
    “But...” he said, “we all go to the Orchard, we all have the chance to try again.” 
 
      
 
    “Some crimes are too monstrous. Especially if there is no remorse. You may be thrown out of the Circle of Life forever for what you’ve done.” 
 
      
 
    “No,” Ieuan shook his wasted head, “what I did I did for the best. I wanted to save our people. Our people, Ciaran!” 
 
      
 
    “No,” I shook my head in his turn. “No you didn’t. You did it for yourself. You allowed yourself to become a tool of the Enemy and to carry out devil’s work. You never saved anyone or anything. You killed children to feed a demon’s foul appetite and have fatally weakened a kingdom. You have done the Enemy’s work for him and he laughs at your despair!  
 
      
 
    Repentance,” I continued more softly, “repentance is the only way. You were kind and gentle once, Ieuan, you were my friend.” 
 
      
 
    “We can be friends still!” 
 
      
 
    “Not unless you turn away from this path. Remember how you gave up your desire for me and became my protector instead. That Ieuan, I loved. This traitor to the living, I cannot have as friend. I hate him and what he has done. But the old Ieuan, the one you were, the Healer - you are the Healer still, you saved Cedd – that Ieuan, the one who had that great Gift, that one I love and he is the one who God will save. Even this late, turn away from evil and repent.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s too late.” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not too late! You saved Cedd, you used your Gift for good. There is still goodness in you Ieuan! For your own sake, turn to the good!” 
 
      
 
    The atmosphere between us was so charged it almost crackled. Ieuan was silent and I could sense that he was wrestling within himself again. The good, the last, tiny piece of goodness left in him, was trying to emerge again after so long imprisoned within the fallen soul. I prayed for him to repent, even now, so late, and give himself the chance to make restitution, no matter how many cycles of lives it took. I had loved the man and I didn’t want to think of him condemned for eternity, not even after the monstrous crimes he had committed. 
 
      
 
    “I let the boy go, didn’t I?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes, you did.” 
 
      
 
    “I could have kept him and sacrificed him, but I let him go, didn’t I?” 
 
      
 
    “Yes.” I prayed fervently for my friend’s soul, but I kept my sword ready in my hand. 
 
      
 
    “I could have just killed him, but I didn’t want to.” A movement caught my eye. “But it’s too late. I’m lost Ciaran, I -” whatever else he intended to say, I never heard because a huge boar came crashing through the undergrowth to my right. It was charging straight for me. It’s shoulders were almost as high as my own, its discoloured tusks curled out and back, superbly developed for ripping flesh from bones, and its tiny eyes were filled with murderous intent. I dropped my sword and leaped up into a tree, catching the lowest thick branch and swinging myself out of the way just in time. The momentum of the boar’s charge carried it into the trunk of the tree and the impact nearly dislodged my hold. 
 
      
 
    I heard Ieuan laugh. 
 
      
 
    “Oh, wonderful, Ciaran, wonderful! Decide it with swords, you said, and now this! I congratulate you! And such detail!” He laughed again. 
 
      
 
    The boar heard the Druid’s voice and turned towards the noise. I could see every stiff bristle on its back. I could touch it if I just reached down. The brute was enormous. 
 
      
 
    It was setting off on another, unstoppable, mad charge. Directly at Ieuan. 
 
      
 
    “Ieuan!” I called desperately. “It’s not an illusion! It’s real! Get out of the way! Save yourself!” 
 
      
 
    The Druid finally realised that I spoke the truth - but too late. He had only begun to turn, looking for escape, when the boar was on him. The impact threw him fully fifteen feet through the air and he came to ground in a heap of bones that were probably already broken. The boar followed him every inch of the way and attacked furiously. Its sabre-like tusks ripped into his stomach and disembowelled him in an instant. 
 
      
 
    I dropped down from the tree and collected my sword from where I had dropped it. I was downwind of the monster as I ran to where it was killing Ieuan. Raising the sword in both hands as I came, I took aim between the ribs and crashed it, point first, into the heart.  
 
      
 
    The beast fell sideways, dead before it hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    I turned to the Druid and knelt beside him. His stomach was a mess, coils of grey intestines spilling out from it on all sides. He was rent from the ribcage to his groin; a wound that even Ieuan himself, at the peak of his powers, couldn’t have healed. Blood still oozed feebly from the exposed flesh, pumped feebly by the ruined heart. The Druid was not yet dead and managed to turn his head and whisper. 
 
      
 
    “You have me, Ciaran. My Master would not let me go.” He groaned. “Can you forgive me?” 
 
      
 
    “It’s not in my power, Ieuan.” 
 
      
 
    “You - “ he coughed and doubled up with the pain of it. How he managed to cough, God only knew - I didn’t. The man had no stomach muscle left to cough with. “You don’t bind on Earth and loose in Heaven?” 
 
      
 
    “No.” 
 
      
 
    “Can God forgive me?” 
 
      
 
    “There are no limits to His mercy, but nor to His justice. But you have to ask. You have to come to Him. He won’t make you.” Ieuan fell silent, and I thought he’d died already, and prepared to make a final prayer, but then there was some laboured breathing. 
 
      
 
    “Baptise me, Anselm. I -” he fell silent, then breathed again. “I’m sorry.” His eyes closed, but his lungs still fought for breath. 
 
      
 
    Baptise him. Sweet Jesus, where? There was no water nearby. 
 
      
 
    But there was the pool. I could baptise him in that pool. If the sacred place would accept him there was a chance for his soul. 
 
      
 
    I picked Ieuan up in my arms and I 
 
      
 
    ran. 
 
      
 
    The pool wasn’t far. A mile back, where they’d left the horses. Ieuan was 
 
      
 
    light as a feather 
 
      
 
    I could carry him 
 
      
 
    forever. 
 
      
 
    “Help me, Ciaran,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    I flew now. My feet were ten feet above the ground. I could hardly hold Ieuan down, he was so light. 
 
      
 
    The pool wasn’t far, but I could 
 
      
 
    feel Ieuan’s heart beat fainter 
 
      
 
    My hand was wet, my sleeve was wet with Ieuan’s blood. There couldn’t be much time left. 
 
      
 
    Time must accommodate me. I ran past a sparrow, caught in flight, its wings barely crawled to beat their path as I raced past. The horses were in the way and I jumped over them 
 
      
 
    Godwin saw me approach at unbelievable speed and leap straight over the horses, the bundle I was carrying trailing blood and intestines. He shivered violently and sat down. It was too much for one day. 
 
      
 
    I came to ground and turned a corner and  
 
      
 
    the pool was there. I splashed straight in to the freezing shallows. 
 
      
 
    “Help me, Ciaran. I’m sorry. For the children.” 
 
      
 
    “I am Anselm. A Priest of the Irish Church. We are at a holy pool. There is hope. Do not despair.” I carried him into the water and he was so light he floated. I held him in my arms, determined that the current wouldn’t take him away. “What do you seek of Christ’s Church?” 
 
      
 
    Ieuan’s lips moved but there was no sound. 
 
      
 
    “Ieuan, what do you seek of Christ’s Church?” 
 
      
 
    The Druid’s lips moved again. 
 
      
 
    “Forgiveness,” he whispered. 
 
      
 
    “Baptism, Ieuan, the answer is baptism. What do you seek of Christ’s Church?” 
 
      
 
    “Baptism,” he whispered and sighed. 
 
      
 
    “Ieuan,” I shook him, “Ieuan, I’m going to ask you some questions. Squeeze my hand if the answer is yes. Hold on, Ieuan.” The Druid’s eyes were closed and the body was all but lifeless. The pool was red with blood and the ripples over the rocks were turning pink with it. “Ieuan, do you reject Satan?” 
 
      
 
    A squeeze. 
 
      
 
    “And all his empty promises?” 
 
      
 
    A squeeze. 
 
      
 
    “And all his pomps?” 
 
      
 
    A squeeze. 
 
      
 
    “And all his lies and deceits?” 
 
      
 
    The faintest pressure. 
 
      
 
    “And do you accept Our Lord Jesus Christ is the Son of God, your Saviour and Redeemer?” 
 
      
 
    Nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Ieuan, do you accept Christ?” 
 
      
 
    Nothing. 
 
      
 
    “Ieuan! Ieuan!” I shook him again. “Do you accept Christ as your Saviour and Redeemer? The Son of God?” 
 
      
 
    A squeeze, as light as the touch of a butterfly’s wings. 
 
      
 
    “I baptise you in the Name of the Father,” I put my hand over Ieuan’s mouth and immersed him briefly, desperately, “and of the Son,” immersion again, “and of the Holy Spirit,” immersion again, “Amen.” 
 
      
 
    His lips moved, then he sighed, then he was dead. 
 
      
 
    “And may God have mercy on your soul.” I smelt the aroma of apples: my friend had gone. Then there was the smell of burning ash. Then there was nothing. 
 
      
 
    There is forgiveness but there is punishment too. What had he gone to? Had he gone anywhere or had he been ejected from the Circle of Life? 
 
      
 
    I cradled Ieuan’s empty body in my arms and held it to myself and stood in the freezing water and remembered him as I wanted, a smiling, beautiful, kind youth, a healer and my good friend. He saved my life, twice – no three times. Maybe more. I held him as his blood was washed away by the stream, over the rocks, and away. Then I shook myself, hauled him out of the pool and dropped his soaking, ravaged body on the bank and nearly collapsed alongside it. I dragged myself up and rested against a rock.

“I don’t think I can do this,” I said. “I don’t think I’m made for it.”

“For what?” Godwin asked. He had arrived, unnoticed.

“Forgiveness,” I said. “I don’t think I can do forgiveness.”

“Anselm – “ I interrupted him.

“Ciaran,” I said. “My name is Ciaran. I am a prince of Donegal.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Author’s notes:  
 
      
 
    The Legends, History and Characters 
 
      
 
      
 
    While `The Monk’ is a work of fiction, not a history book, some of the events actually happened, and some of the characters lived, in the 7th Century. 
 
      
 
    The Battle of Winwaed 
 
      
 
    In AD 654 or 655, catastrophic defeat in the Battle of Winwaed broke the power of Mercia and handed it to Northumbria, under King Oswy. It was a major turning point in Seventh Century Britain. 
 
      
 
    More information can be found in Lockeran, published 2016. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Synod of Whitby 
 
      
 
    This took place at Whitby Monastery, Yorkshire, in 664AD. The principal sources for the actual history of the event are the Venerable Bede’s Ecclesiastical History of the English People and The Life of Wilfrid, by one Stephen of Ripon. Both books were published in the early 8th Century, so more than 40 years after the event itself. Bede’s version is generally held to be the more reliable, as he knew people who attended and/or were acquainted with people who did.  
 
      
 
    While it has to be recognised that he was writing on behalf of the ‘winning side’, and so will have tended to favour the superiority of the Roman practices over those of the Irish (Celtic/Ionan) Church, he was not entirely dismissive of the values and status of Colman and his fraternity. 
 
      
 
    The speeches by Wilfrid and the decision by Oswy are based firmly upon Bede’s record of events.  
 
      
 
    Why was it important? Today’s world is often described as either irreligious or ‘post-religious’, this is a divergence from human history. Religion has been an important factor in civilisation and the establishment of ordered society since before recorded history.  
 
      
 
    For people in the 7th Century, correct practice was, literally, a matter of life and death. Political and religious issues were inextricably intertwined; it is the historical and political implications that attracted me to the episode of the Synod of Whitby.  
 
      
 
    At that time, Christianity in Britain and Ireland was dependent on royal patronage; kings themselves, in their turn, increasingly depended on the Church to confer legitimacy on their status and to their infant and vulnerable states. A strongly local church with distinctive practices could be a source of great support to a fledgling kingdom; the political elites and religious hierarchy would often be interwoven. By contrast, the Roman connection introduced foreign influence beyond the control of local rulers so it was, in that way, a potential threat, as Anselm discussed with Owain and Gawain. On the other hand, it allowed rulers to display themselves on a wider, European stage, and reinforced their claims to legitimacy. That itself was also a two-edged sword; on the one hand, the Roman anointing indicated a divine succession; if a ruler transgressed sufficiently, however, and was excommunicated, the people were freed from any obligations to accept their authority.  
 
      
 
    The significance of the Synod of Whitby is that it united the religious practices of Northumbria, the most powerful English kingdom, into the wider Roman Church. Other states, vassal and otherwise, tended to follow. Once Northumbria’s favour had been withdrawn the Irish church lost Lindisfarne, the most influential monastery it had. Iona was the ‘mother house’ but, as Per Larsson observes, it is a windswept island at the edge of the world! It was a long way from any court or centre of influence. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The Celtic , or Irish Church 
 
      
 
    Exactly what the practices of the Irish Church were and how precisely it differed from Rome has been the subject of debate over many years. Some have portrayed it as a “Protestant church before Protestantism”. I have incorporated some elements of this, without adopting or endorsing the theories. It differed with Rome on the calculation of the date of Easter (it tended to follow the Jewish method of calculation for the date of Passover), in its style of tonsures, and its organisation. Rather than the diocesan model of Rome, with its network of parishes adhering to regional centres of authority, it was based around monasteries and ‘missionary’ activity. It survived for a few years after Whitby, at Iona, at some other kingdoms, and in parts of Continental Europe; it was Iona that was the model for many of the monasteries in the middle of the First Millennium. 
 
      
 
    The following characters mentioned in the story did exist and attended the Synod: 
 
      
 
    Colman, Abbott of Lindisfarne 661-664; founder of the monastery at Mayo and Abbott of Innishboffin, Ireland. d675 
 
    Cedd, Abbott of Lastingham. He died of the Plague in October 664, about six months after the Synod. 
 
    Chad, Cedd’s brother, followed him as Abbott of Lastingham. d672. 
 
    Cuthbert was born or fostered around Melrose Abbey. He is reported to have entered holy orders in 651 and may have seen military service before then. He gained a reputation as a great teacher, preacher and healer, who followed a dramatically ascetic life. He retired in 676 to the Farne Islands, off Lindisfarne, having been Prior at Melrose Abbey and at Lindisfarne. Elected Bishop of Hexham in 684, he refused to accept the position. He was finally persuaded to accept a bishopric but swapped Sees with Eata, who had moved from Melrose to become Bishop of Lindisfarne. Cuthbert was famed for missionary work across the kingdom and founded a number of churches and religious institutions. He is the Patron of Durham Cathedral. d687  
 
    Hilda, Abbess of Hartlepool, founder and Abbess of the Abbey at Whitby, d680. She gained a reputation for being a very capable administrator and educator. The ammonite genus Hildoceras is named for her; she was claimed to have turned a plague of snakes into stones, the supposed proof being the presence of ammonite fossils on the seashore by the Abbey. 
 
    Wilfrid was raised at Whitby, studied at Lindisfarne, Canterbury and Rome. At the time of the Synod he was Prior of Ripon; he was subsequently appointed Bishop of Northumbria by Oswy’s son, Ahlfrith, became Bishop of York and headed monasteries at Hexham and Ripon. Wilfrid had a number of disagreements with the local clergy (he refused to be consecrated Bishop in England, maintaining that the Succession was uncertain; he went to France instead) and the Northumbrian court. Ecgfrith, another of Oswy’s sons, had him imprisoned for a while. Aldfrith, another son, had him exiled and even excommunicated. He seems to have been a tireless promoter of his cause, without consideration of his own safety. He died in 709 or 710 and has been venerated as a saint for over 1000 years. 
 
    Agilbert was the son of a Neustrian (Frankish) noble. Despite being unable to speak English he was made the first Bishop of Wessex, with his seat in Dorchester. His inability to speak English compromised his nominal leadership of the Roman faction at Whitby and he handed over to Wilfrid. d673. 
 
    King Oswy of Northumbria see below. 
 
    Queen Eanfleda of Northumbria was not Oswy’s first wife; it is not certain whether he was married twice or three times. Who exactly their children were is also not completely clear. She was the daughter of King Edwin of Northumbria and Aethelburga, whose father was King Ethelbert of Kent. I have portrayed her in this book as being younger than most reports. She was Hilda’s sister; some sources describe her merely as Hilda’s kinswoman. When Oswy died in 670, Eanfleda took the veil and succeeded Hilda as Abbess of Whitby. d685 
 
    Romanus Eanfleda’s chaplain. 
 
      
 
    Completely accurate, disinterested and unbiased reports of the characters of the people mentioned above are not available. I have sought to make the characters three-dimensional, to portray them as people with faults, failings and fallibilities, not as ‘plaster saints’. I hope they will forgive me for liberties taken in the interests of the story. Where fact and “interesting” collide, I have gone for interesting! 
 
      
 
    King Oswy (also known as Oswiu or Oswig) of Northumbria is worth a book all on his own. He was aged 58 when he fell ill and died, at the end of a very eventful life.  
 
    He was the third child of Aethelfrith, who established the first great kingdom of Northumbria; his lands extended from the heart of what is now Scotland all the way south to Mercia, in the English Midlands. He was killed and deposed in 616 by Edwin, King of Deira – the southern kingdom of Northumbria – when Oswy was just four years old. Oswy himself then went into exile in either Dalriada or Ireland and is said to have returned to his homeland when he was around 21. His brother, Oswald, succeeded to the throne of Bernicia, the northern Northumbrian kingdom. They were harassed for much of his reign by Mercia, the dominant English kingdom, under King Penda, who defeated and killed Oswald at the battle of Maserfield in 642. Oswy then inherited the kingship in Bernicia and sought to strengthen his claim to lordship over Deira by marriage. It didn’t work out very well; the aristocracy of Deira appears to have resisted him pretty firmly and to have sided with Penda on several occasions between 642 and 655, when Mercia was finally defeated at the Battle of the Winwaed (see “Lockeran”).  
 
    Oswy achieved the status of ‘Breatwalda’ (Overlord) of the English kingdoms but it didn’t last for long. Within three years his son-in-law Peada, Penda’s son, was dead – possibly at the hand of Eahlflæd, Oswy’s daughter. Mercian nobles then revolted and installed Peada’s son as the new king. Siegbehrt of Essex, an ally, was murdered and replaced by his brother Swithhelm, who distanced himself from Northumbria without coming out in open opposition. 
 
    Oswy appears to have been married at least three times; to an Irish princess named Fin, possibly the mother of Aldfrith; to Rhianfellt of Rheged, mother of Eahlfrith; and to Eanfleda. 
 
      
 
    Iona the Monastery at Iona was founded in 563 by St Columba, an Irish monk who had fled the country of his birth after a family disagreement turned violent. He founded a number of churches and monasteries in the West of Scotland. A very old chapel with claims to have been founded by Columbus can be found on Isle Oronsay, south of the Island of Colonsay, in thee Inner Hebrides of Scotland. 
 
    Iona was the ‘mother house’ of the Irish Church in Britain; its missionaries spread further afield than that, even onto mainland Europe.  
 
    It was an important religious house and centre of learning until the Viking raids during the 8th and 9th Centuries. The monastery was formally abandoned and its treasures divided between its daughter institutions in 849.  
 
    The Book of Kells was begun in Iona before being moved to Kells in Ireland. 
 
      
 
    Lindisfarne Abbey was established by Abbott Aidan in 634, at the request of King Oswald of Northumbria, as a daughter house of the Abbey at Iona. It followed the Irish/Columbine Rule until the Synod of Whitby. Churches in Northumbria and Mercia looked to it as their ‘mother church’.  
 
    Lindisfarne was sacked by Vikings for the first time in 793; the Abbey was abandoned and all its treasures – including the Lindisfarne Gospels – were removed and sent to other institutions for safe keeping.  
 
    The remains of the medieval Abbey can still be seen on the island, which is accessible at low tide. 
 
      
 
    Ynys Witrin - The Isle of Glass.  
 
      
 
    Better known today as Glastonbury. It is located on a hill that rises out of what was salt marsh and land lying below sea level in the north of Somerset, in SW England. It is best known today for the nearby music festival that is named after it, but remains a centre of ’spirituality’.  
 
      
 
    Strathclyde one of a number of Dark Age British kingdoms (NB – not Gaelic, English or Pictish; the closest equivalent today is Welsh). Its capital was Dumbarton, Scotland, which is located where the River Leven flows into the Firth of Clyde, on the north bank. Who exactly was king from 658 to 694 (and especially 658-670) is not entirely clear or certain, which has enabled me to slip Owain and Gawain into the history. History tells us that its greatest extent included what is now known as Galloway – SW Scotland – and Cumbria, in NW England. For a few brief years, under Owain and Gawain, it extended further, to what is known today as Cheshire, on the borders of North Wales. 
 
      
 
    Northumbria. After the Battle of the Winwaed (see “Lockeran”), Northumbria became the strongest English kingdom in Britain, extending from the Lothians area of Scotland south to The Wash. It was never peaceful and completely settled, however. The ruling families of its two core kingdoms – Bernicia in the north and Deira to the south – were at daggers drawn for most of its existence. Oswy imposed a degree of stability, through force of personality and of arms, as well as a number of strategic marriages – both his own and those of his children. The kingdom finally collapsed 200 years after the events in this book, under attack from the Viking Army of Halfdan Ragnarsson and Ivar the Boneless in 867.  
 
      
 
      
 
    “Come now, my Prince of Donegal” 
 
      
 
    Originally created to protect Ciaran (see Innisgarbh), This ‘phrase of power’ became a vulnerability, until the ‘programming’ was broken by one of Anselm’s brother monks in the Community of Iona.  
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    Anselm’s Britain  
 
      
 
    British (Welsh) kingdoms: Strathclyde, Rheged, Gwynedd, Powys, Gwent, Morgannwg, Dumnonia  
 
    English and Saxon kingdoms: Northumbria, Mercia, Anglia, Wessex, Kent. 
 
    Irish/Scottish kingdoms: Donegal, Dalriada 
 
    Pictish kingdom: Alba 
 
      
 
  
 
  
 
   
    [1] Black Mountain 
 
  
 
   
    [2] Galloway and Cumbria 
 
  
 
   
    [3] Solway Estuary 
 
  
 
   
    [4] Carlisle 
 
  
 
   
    [5] Galloway 
 
  
 
   
    [6] Edinburgh 
 
  
 
   
    [7] Emain Avallach; the Orchard: a place of rest and recuperation believed in by the Druids, and also by at least some among the Irish (Celtic) Christians. See Author’s Notes at the end of this book. 
 
  
 
   
    [8] Journeyman Druid 
 
  
 
   
    [9] Isle of Man 
 
  
 
   
    [10] A great battle between the English kingdoms of Mercia and Northumbria, which took place near present-day Leeds. See Lockeran 
 
  
 
   
    [11] Irish Sea 
 
  
 
   
    [12] Innis Vannin – the Isle of Man 
 
  
 
   
    [13] The Mediterranean Sea 
 
  
 
   
    [14] Brittany 
 
  
 
   
    [15] Ynys Witrin – the Isle of Glass. Now known as Glastonbury. 
 
  
 
   
    [16] Cumbria 
 
  
 
   
    [17] Loch Lomond 
 
  
 
   
    [18] Solway Firth 
 
  
 
   
    [19] Morecambe Bay 
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