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  DRUID SACRIFICE




  Down in the lesser hall she found the family and certain of Loth’s closest friends gathered in noisy celebration, feeding on cold meats, but doing more drinking than

  eating. Some hailed her arrival with shouts, especially Owen ap Urien.




  Her father, clearly much affected by drink, and seated, half rose as she came in, but staggering, sank back on the bench. He banged his tankard on the table-top for quiet, spilling mead.




  “Ha, daughter!” he got out thickly. “You grace us . . . with your presence . . . at last! This, this especial night.” He had difficulty with the word especial.

  “Come, you.”




  Set-faced, she moved a little nearer him. The queen came to stand behind her husband, looking more satisfied than usual.




  “Tonight, I have . . . have good news for you, girl,” the king went on, and drank. “Excellent news. One day you will be a queen. Queen of Rheged. Aye, Rheged. Queen

  Thanea!” He hiccuped. “Owen ap Urien has asked for you, for your hand in marriage. And I, have granted it. You hear? Marriage. You are to be this Owen’s wife.”




  There were cries of congratulation from some of those around.




  Thanea stood as though turned to stone.
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  Part One




  





  1




  The older woman spoke carefully, as well she might in the circumstances. “These men are not evil, even though they sin,” she said. “They worship, even though

  mistakenly. We have to thank Almighty God for the sun, not to worship it, as these do. The sun is God’s gift to us, to the whole earth, a blessing on all His creatures. But to offer

  sacrifices to the sun is wrong, folly – only to God Himself should we offer prayer and sacrifice. This harking back to the old religion is grievously mistaken, sinful.”




  The young women, almost a score of them, took that variously, some exchanging glances, some murmuring, some fingering the golden crosses which hung from all their necks, as though for

  reassurance. The one who had raised the matter, Anna, daughter of Conal of Pitcox, persisted – she was that sort of girl, bold-eyed, impulsive and good-looking.




  “But Monenna, in Holy Writ they sacrifice. Sheep and goats and pigeons. Did not Abraham himself do so? A ram, was it not? But he was going to sacrifice his own son, Isaac? So can it be so wrong?”




  “God taught Abraham better, Anna. But Abraham’s sacrifice was made to God his Maker, not to the sun. If these druid priests were making sacrifices to their Heavenly Father, it would

  not be so ill. But not to false gods which, blessedly, our people have discarded for Christ.”




  “It is not only sheep and cattle, it is a woman!” That came out with a nervous giggle from another girl. “They say that there are to be two women so . . .

  used!”




  That drew indrawn breaths.




  “That is evil, uttermost evil!” Edana declared. Abbess Edana was a missionary nun from Newry in Ireland, of St Patrick’s fellowship, come here to help convert, or re-convert,

  the Southern Picts, after they had resiled from the faith brought to them by the blessed St Ninian a century before. The convent students – these were that, not nuns-to-be – called her

  Mo that is Beloved, contracted to Monenna, in their affection for her. “Men who can so treat women act like brute-beasts. Worse, since the animals, also God’s creatures, know no better

  and do not seek to hurt. Here is shame, an outrage against the Most High.” It was not often that Abbess Edana spoke thus.




  “Can you stop it, Monenna?”




  “I can try.”




  “I do not think that you can,” Anna asserted. “King Loth and the High Priest have ordered it. All nobles and men of substance are to be there. My own father. Most of our

  fathers.” She glanced at the young woman sitting next to her, one of calm, serene beauty, dark-eyed, who so far had not spoken. “We will all have to be there, to watch.”




  “No!” That was part command, part pleading. “No, my dear ones – you must not go.”




  “My father has so ordered me. I think that these others will be so ordered also.” Most of those present in that simple room were the daughters of the small kingdom of Lothian’s

  nobles and chiefs.




  “I will go up and see the king,” the abbess said. “Pray God that he will heed me.”




  “I think not, Monenna!” Anna was in her element. “Not when it has been made so much of. And this Prince Owen come from Cumbria – the handsome one! It is to be a great

  occasion. The rising of Aries, at the Vernal Equinox tomorrow night. Midway between the solstices.” Anna liked to display her knowledge, even of such non-Christian subjects.




  “I will speak with King Loth. He may heed me. Or would I be best to speak with Queen Guanhumara?” It was seldom that the abbess showed doubt, at least before her students. And asking

  this question, she looked over at the quiet, dark-haired, dark-eyed girl beside Anna nic Conal.




  That one shook her head, her customary serenity tinged with a hint of sorrow. “I cannot believe that she could, or would, change his mind. Not in this.”




  “You will know best, Thanea. I will go to him.”




  Although the girl did not speak again, she shook her head once more, and that was eloquence enough. And less than encouraging. For, if anyone there was likely to know King Loth’s attitude

  and likely reaction, his daughter would, for this was the Princess Thanea.




  The implications of that were evident to all. Another voice spoke up, that of Eithne, daughter of Gabhran of Hailes, the nearest property to the north of this Traprain, and Thanea’s

  closest friend. She was a red-head, warm of nature as of colouring.




  “If we are commanded to attend, Monenna, what do we do, what do we say?”




  “If I cannot persuade the king to halt this wickedness, at least I can beseech him not to insist on your presence,” the abbess said. “I will pray. I urge that you all do so,

  also.” She raised a hand. “But enough of this meantime.” Recognising that the young women’s heads would be full of this grievous and urgent matter, Edana curtailed the rest

  of the lesson on Latinity, and suggested that the girls should go outside to help her nuns at their work in the gardens and orchard, manual labour she held being good for the soul, especially for

  high-born young women who normally would be loth to soil their hands with the like. In late March outdoor toil was recommencing, and growth starting after the winter’s sleep, to God’s

  glory. She made the point that mankind could worship in this way also, by helping the plant creation to praise God the more fully. The Celtic Church was strong on outdoor worship and the oneness of

  creation.




  So they all streamed out of that so humble little church with its reed-thatched roof, plain and dim interior and whitewashed walls of interlacing boughs, the intricate weaving of which, the

  over-and-under pattern, was reflected in the decoration of the golden crosses which all of the nobly born students wore round their necks.




  The church and convent of Cairn Dinnes stood within green earthen ramparts – almost like a fort, for sadly it did require protection on occasion from the Norse sea-raiders who for so long

  had terrorised these coasts, the Norse Sea being but five miles away to the east, at the Tyne’s mouth. Actually, the ramparts had been there before the church, for here had been a fortlet,

  outlier of the mighty Traprain above, Cairn Dinnes, the mound of the little fort. Now it was surrounded by gardens and orchards, cattle byres, poultry-houses and beehives, for the nuns were busy

  folk and produced much provender for the great fortress-city which soared above.




  Inevitably, as the young women emerged into the slanting afternoon sunlight of an early spring day, their glances rose to the enormous whaleback hill which rose abruptly to the south-east of

  them, close at hand, indeed close enough to deny the convent the early morning sun. It presented an extraordinary sight, even in a land of hills, lifting steeply for a further five hundred feet and

  more, those green slopes at this side terraced by more ramparts of earth and stone surmounted by timber stockading, with deep ditches in front, half a dozen of these defensive barriers, through

  which a single climbing road picked its zigzag way to the summit. To the right could just be glimpsed, from here, the sheer cliffs which constituted its southern side. And up on top, unlikely as it

  would seem, high stone walls enclosed a city-cum-fortress, towers and roofs and gables of masonry and wood and Celtic hurdle-walled structures, whitewashed and gleaming in the sun, banners flying

  above all in the breeze, a sight to see indeed, the capital seat and citadel of Lodonia. This was now being known as Lothian, in honour of its present monarch, Loth mac Kynvarch, of the Southern

  Picts or Gododdin, as distinct from the Albannach, the main Pictish nation north of the Forth and Clyde estuaries – even though the Romans had called them the Votadini in their arrogant way

  of giving Romanised names to the so-called barbarian Celtic kingdoms. This citadel was such as to seem to dominate all, as well as hold the eye – and yet it was not infrequently on the

  defensive against the Norsemen, Saxons and Jutes, savage sea-raiders who sought their prey each hosting season along all the coasts of Britain.




  The girls were somewhat slow to select which nuns’ work they would go to assist, so preoccupied were they with discussing tomorrow’s equinoxial celebration and its excitements

  – for not all of these daughters of the Lodonian nobility were as off-put by the ideas of druidical sun-worship ceremonies as was the beloved Edana. After all, their Christianity was, in the

  main, scarcely profound as yet, or wholly part of them, the long ages of pagan observance only fairly superficially overlaid. St Ninian had indeed brought Christ to the land, but only a century

  before, and his gallant mission had all too largely failed, or at least its effect deteriorated, and the druids, never wholly put down, had risen again. As witness tomorrow’s events. The fact

  that these Pictish nobles were allowing their daughters to attend this Christian convent was not so much concerned with religion as with education, behaviour, training in cultural living, in the

  arts, reading, writing, embroidery, music, Latin and the like, at which the talented and devoted Abbess Edana was so able a teacher. Although it was for Christ’s cause that Queen Anna,

  Thanea’s mother, had encouraged the Irish missionary to set up her little church and convent here, it was for those other reasons that her husband, on her death six years before, had allowed

  it to remain. King Loth was a distinctly lapsed Christian.




  Thanea and Eithne of Hailes went off together to their favoured garden activity at this season, pruning the apple, pear and plum trees and the berry bushes. The senior nun, Odora, was in charge

  here, but they needed no instruction.




  “What will you do, Thanea, if your father says that you must attend tomorrow evening’s rites?” the red-head asked. “Can you refuse the king?”




  “I could refuse a king, perhaps – but not my father, I think. Monenna teaches us that we must obey our parents. At least while we are under full age. Yet not, surely, if it is

  against God’s will? It is difficult. I will plead with him, if he orders it.”




  “Plead for me also.”




  “I shall, yes. For all of us.”




  “Some, I think, would wish to go! To see it all. Even though they know that it is wickedness. That Anna, for one!”




  “Anna challenges always. But she is not unkind at heart. There is no real ill in her.”




  “I would not be so sure, Thanea . . .”




  Presently the girls saw the abbess leave, to walk over to the base of Traprain Law and start the long winding ascent to the citadel.




  “There she goes,” Eithne said. “How successful will she be, think you? But – was she not going to pray about it, first?”




  “Perhaps she will be praying as she climbs. She says that one can pray at all times and in all places. Climbing a hill may be as good as in a church.”




  Her friend looked doubtful.




  They were still pruning the bushes when the girls saw two horsemen coming down the same zigzag road which Edana had ascended. Soon it became evident that they were making for this Cairn Dinnes

  enclosure. As they rode up, there were interested, admiring and inviting looks, and even calls from some of the young women, Anna’s as ever almost challenging. The two young men grinned and

  waved.




  They made a contrasting but eye-catching pair, one fairly rugged, strong-featured, broad of shoulder and stocky, the other dark, tall, slender, with fine if rather hawk-like visage and a proud

  carriage, much more richly clad than the other. They both bore hooded hawks on their gauntleted left wrists. Dismounting, they exchanged pleasantries with the students they passed, but headed for

  Thanea and Eithne.




  “Have you nothing better to do with your time than tend bushes, Thanea?” the stocky young man asked, but smilingly. “Your Edana woman could do better for you than this, surely?

  We saw her up at the palace, seeking word with our father.” This was Gawain, Thanea’s favourite brother.




  “We do very well at this. Better than much that you spend your time on!” she returned. “Such as killing inoffensive little birds with hawks! You will eat these berries

  one day and enjoy them.”




  “We use slaves for such toil!” the other young man observed. “Not princesses. Why not come riding with us? I could take you up behind me. And Gawain this other? See some

  sport instead of grubbing in the earth.” That was Owen, Prince of Rheged, of the Novantaes – or, as he would have named himself in his Cymric tongue, somewhat different from their

  Gaelic, Owen ap Urien. Though they were in fact kin.




  “Thank you – no,” Thanea said, but not unkindly. “We are still at our duty, under the abbess’s orders. She says that this can be worship also, you see.”




  “Strange worship! Scullions’ drudgery, rather! You are under that Irishwoman’s orders, are you? The king’s daughter?”




  “While we are in her convent here, we are, yes. And gladly. She is our mother-in-God.”




  The Cumbrian prince snorted. “We live otherwise in Rheged!” he declared.




  Gawain, a friendly youth, one year younger than his sister, changed the subject. “Our father requires that you come up to the palace tonight, Thanea. He is giving a banquet, in honour of

  Owen here, and you must attend. The others also, I would say. It will be a fine affair, with feasting, dancing and entertainers. We will show this Cumbrian that we know how to live, also!

  Now we go hawking for duck along the Tyne.”




  “Poor ducks! I cannot wish you good sport, for I love the birds.”




  “The hawks will enjoy it, however!” her brother pointed out reasonably, as the pair turned to stroll back to their horses.




  “A banquet! And dancing and entertainers!” Eithne exclaimed, watching them go. “That will be good. Better than this other, the next night. I hope that I may come,

  also?”




  “I expect that all will be invited. Monenna will tell us, no doubt . . .”




  When the abbess came back down the hill, however, she had more on her mind than to retail the invitation for all her nobly born students to attend an evening’s feasting – although

  she did pass on that call. Unhappily, she had to admit that she had failed to persuade King Loth either to cancel the following evening’s ceremonies or to moderate their scope and sacrificial

  content, nor even that the young women would be spared attendance. All were to be there, an especial occasion, even herself, shame as this was. God preserve them all from the shame and

  contamination of it, and the horror. And forgive those who so rejected His holy commandments and Christ’s teachings.




  The students eyed each other.




  They were all to go into the church again, and pray.




  Later, all the girls climbed that hill, most chattering excitedly, however breathless with the exertion, although some were silent, to enter the great gates of the final barrier, the city wall,

  with their defensive timber breastworks. To any stranger it would be scarcely believable that a community, much less a city, could exist in such a position as this, on a hilltop. But it was a very

  special hill, however lofty and steep-sided, its summit almost a plateau, and comprising over forty acres, hardly level but its hummocks and outcrops and ridges adapted and trimmed to carry

  buildings innumerable. Threaded by streets and lanes, with open spaces, some of these were constructed of masonry, some of wood but most in the favourite Celtic tradition of wattle and daub, that

  is double walls made of interlaced sapling boughs to form hurdles, these infilled with stones and rubble, all whitewashed and clay-plastered, rising to gabled roofs of reed and straw thatch, mainly

  two-storeyed, some with wings and even small courtyards, these the town-houses of the nobility. As well as such residences, cot-houses and shacks, there were barns, storehouses, stables and

  cowsheds, all packed in rows and crescents and groupings as the plateau summit permitted. As well that it was necessarily a windy place, or the smells could have been on occasion intolerable.




  The views from up here were breathtaking, near and far, over the sweeping descents to north and west, and the dizzy precipices to south and east. Lothian spread out below them, fertile and fair,

  the River Tyne winding its way far below, to the north, on its banks the properties of the chieftains, including Eithne’s Hailes nearest, with farmeries spreading out therefrom, tillable land

  in long riggs or strips for good drainage, uncultivable slopes cattle-dotted. Far beyond the Vale of Tyne was another vale, that of Peffer, hidden by intervening lowish hills, and beyond that two

  more landmarks almost as prominent as was this Traprain; the conical and isolated steep green hill of Berwick Law, and further still the towering mass of the Craig of Bass, not so much a landmark

  as a seamark this, since it reared four hundred feet and more out of the waves at the mouth of the Firth of Forth. A dramatic sight indeed, three huge leviathans of a strange rock formation. And

  across the blue waters of the firth, the long vistas of Fife. Westwards, the Vale of Tyne reached, seemingly endlessly save where it was apparently blocked, a score of miles away, by another

  upthrusting and lion-shaped hill which was being named in honour of King Arthur, the smokes of Hedyn’s Town and Travernent communities filming the clear air between. Eastwards, in just a few

  miles, were the great golden sands and wave-rimmed bar of Tyne-mouth, and then the limitless plain of the Norse Sea. And southwards, the hillfoot slopes rose and rose to Lothian’s great

  enclosing barrier of the Lammermuirs, ranges of high grass and heather hills, the vast sheep-rearing terrain whence came most of the kingdom’s wealth. No one living on Traprain Law, or

  Dunpelder to give it its original name, could remain unaffected by the impact of those vistas wherever the eye turned.




  Leaving Eithne at her father’s house, Thanea walked on through the narrow streets, greeting folk, still climbing somewhat, for Loth’s palace stood on the highest rock platform of

  all, near the southern precipice top, a fine hall-house of main block and two wings, high-roofed, its white wickerwork walling painted with the Red Boar’s Head device of his line, banners

  with the same symbol flying on poles above. Its bare rock-surface courtyard, at necessarily differing levels, was lined with barracks, storehouses and stabling. Men carried buckets of water from

  the one deep hilltop well, always a vital concern up here, while others strolled and idled, and women spun wool and gossip, hung out washing to dry, and skirled laughter. All greeted Thanea

  respectfully.




  Inside the palace the girl passed through the great high-ceilinged hall, where servitors were making preparations for the evening’s banquet, and on into the family’s private west

  wing. She was making not for her own bedchamber in the topmost attic storey, but for a lesser first-floor hall used as the royal household’s withdrawing-room. But at the stair-head she met

  another woman, no servant this, but tall, handsome, imperious, perhaps twice Thanea’s seventeen years, finely dressed and well made.




  “Ha, Thanea, you have come, then!” she was greeted, but with no warmth. “We see little of you, these days.”




  “I am never far away,” the girl answered. “And can come at need. I salute you kindly, Lady Mara.” That perhaps was not strictly true, but it was well intended. Thanea

  could never bring herself to call this woman mother. To say queen would have been ridiculous, from her, and Guanhumara was too much of a mouthful. So Lady Mara it was. They did not get on together

  very well, stepmother and princess.




  “You spend overmuch time with that Irishwoman, I tell your father,” the queen declared. “She was here, but a short time ago, making insufferable complaints.”




  “Surely not insufferable? Edana is not like that. She is good, kind, and always courteous. And she had much to concern her, did she not? Where is my father?”




  “He is . . . engaged.”




  “Then I must wait.”




  “Yes.”




  “He is here, in the house?” Thanea was speaking as she seldom did, in the convent or elsewhere, speaking like a princess. Probably she did not realise it; but that was the effect her

  stepmother had on her. “I will have word with him when he is free.”




  “He is with the Arch Druid Diarmid. Arranging tomorrow’s great events.” That was said strongly, almost defiantly, strangely from a queen to a young woman half her age. It was

  intended to hurt, certainly – but the way it was enunciated indicated that the speaker was not so sure of her position as she would have wished.




  It was a strange, not to say strained, relationship between these two. Of course it can often be so with stepmothers and their husband’s children. But this was more than that. A sense of

  inferiority held Guanhumara. She could forget and dispense with it normally, indeed acted frequently a deal more autocratically than did King Loth. But not with his children, the two sons and this

  daughter. Not only because they were the offspring of royalty and she was not, a smallish noble’s daughter; but because her husband’s first wife, the Queen Anna, had been the sister of

  none other than the great King Arthur himself, High King of the Britons, the hero of the Celtic peoples. So this slip of a girl was a niece of Arthur Battle-Leader, all but worshipped by Gaeldom,

  and this woman, Guanhumara, never able to ignore it. With Prince Gawain it was not so bad, being a man; but between two females it was dire, even though Thanea never consciously sought to trade on

  the relationship. She had not actually ever known Arthur ap Uther Pendragon – he was always much too busy fighting the Saxon and Norse invaders to go visiting kinsfolk.




  Thanea went to her room. She heard men’s voices coming from the lesser hall as she passed the door. Almost she went in there and then, but thought better of it.




  Changed into clothing more suitable for a banquet, and looking notably fine even though she pretended that this was not her objective, she went downstairs again after a fair interval, and

  entered the lesser hall. Her stepmother was therein now, with two men, one of later middle years, the other young, her stepbrother Mordred, and their father. The men hailed her arrival variously,

  the king assessingly, Mordred hooting. Gawain had still not returned from the hawking.




  Loth was a big man, inclining now to stoutness, heavy of jowl but keen of eye, uncertain as to temper, sometimes amiable, sometimes irascible and harsh. Thanea was fond of her father, but had

  good reason to beware of his moods; they all had. She sometimes thought that Mordred had inherited their sire’s less admirable side, Gawain his better nature. And herself, his daughter

  – what of her?




  Now, at any rate, Loth was cheerful and in expansive frame of mind, and told his daughter that she was looking beautiful and liker her mother each time that he saw her, which was insufficiently

  often – a greeting which drew a quick frown from the queen. They were grouped round a well-doing fire of birch logs, for the March air still had a bite to it, especially up at this

  height.




  “And what has your Irish priestess been dinning into your girls’ silly ears today?” Mordred asked. He was of that sort, a scoffer.




  “Much that you would be better of learning, brother,” Thanea told him easily. She had been dealing with this kind of thing all her days.




  Her father barked a laugh. “Swallow that with your wine, boy!” he jerked. “There are more foolishnesses than one! You saw Owen ap Urien, with Gawain, Thanea? What thought you

  of him?”




  “I saw them only for moments, Father. He, the Cumbrian, is good-looking. But . . . appearances are not everything, to be sure.”




  “Ah! Do I hear criticism there? From our woman of experience! He will be King of Rheged one day.” He glanced over as Gawain came in.




  “I did not see, nor speak with him sufficiently long for judgment, Father. Nor do I seek to judge.”




  “Hear her!” Mordred exclaimed. “She does not seek to judge! She has been judging me since she could walk!”




  “And you asking for judgment!” his brother declared, laughing. “Even I, who am no saintly Christian, have had occasion to judge you now and again.”




  Loth chuckled. “My loving family!” he said to his wife. “Where do they get it from? Not from a peaceable man like myself.”




  None commented on that.




  “Wine, Thanea,” the king went on. “Tonight’s feasting I have ordered in honour of Prince Owen. You will enjoy it. And show some attention to our guest.” That was

  clearly in the nature of a command. The girl did not welcome it, but did not say no. What she did say, however, took the more courage to enunciate.




  “Tonight’s celebration I may enjoy, Father. It is tomorrow’s, which I hear of, which troubles me. And troubles others. Must you proceed with it? Make this . . . display? Of

  ancient pagan rites.”




  “It is the Equinoxial Festival, girl.”




  “Yes. But you have held such before, many times. But not as this is said to be. With offerings and sacrifices. Old evil superstitions, which surely ought to be forbidden.”




  “Hear her judging now!” Mordred exclaimed.




  It was her father’s turn to frown. “When I require my seventeen-year-old daughter’s advice on what to do and what not, I will ask for it!” he declared. “This

  Equinox is especial. Last year’s harvest was scanty, after a bad summer. This winter has been notably wild, much of the land is flooded. It is near to famine. The sun god has turned his face

  from us. Appeasement is necessary.”




  “There is no sun god,” the girl said simply.




  The queen spoke. “That could bring down further wrath upon us! It is . . . sacrilege, profanity. Thanea should never have been allowed to attend on the Irishwoman. Or the woman to remain

  here.”




  “She has her uses,” Loth said. “But not in this. She will hereafter take a care to what she teaches. Or go! I told her so, this day. The Equinoxial Festival goes on.”




  “If it must, Father, make it less . . . wicked. Halt this of sacrifice.”




  “No.”




  “At least, then, spare us attendance at it. Myself, and the others at the convent. It is against all that we believe . . .”




  “No, I say!” The king smashed down his fist on the table-top, those jowls quivering. “I will hear no more of this. You will be there, all of you. The sun is not to be denied

  his due. To be spurned by such as you! It is enough. And, tonight, behave as my daughter should. My sons also!” And he stormed out of the hall, his wife after him.




  Thanea looked at her brothers, sighed, and left to return to her own room.




  The evening’s banquet was well enough – although Thanea did wonder at the excellence and prodigality of the provision when there was all but famine in the land – a choice of

  soups, salmon and trout and sea-fish, chicken, duck, wild goose, beef, mutton, pork and venison, with honey-based sweets to follow. And the entertainment was as varied, music on lyres and lutes,

  acrobats, performing dancers and dogs. It was later that she found less enjoyable, when general dancing started, and she discovered herself to be very much Prince Owen’s choice of partner.

  That was to be expected, of course; she had sat beside him at the dais-table, he was the guest of honour, and she was the woman of highest rank present – the queen was not dancing. And the

  Cumbrian was a good dancer, nimble on his feet and quite graceful. It was not his feet that she found trying, but his hands. He managed to find opportunity to touch and fondle her continually and

  fairly comprehensively, much more so than the reels and round-dances and flings called for, her heaving breasts and even buttocks his principal concern – and she was well made and shapely.

  This might be how they danced in Rheged, but she found it not to her taste; and she noted that when their gyrations and circlings brought them momentarily to other partners, his hands seemed to be

  much less busy. But it was difficult to reject his grippings and strokings in the circumstances of these so-active and energetic Celtic dances, which entailed so much whirling, skipping and

  arm-linking. Moreover, of course, her father had expressly ordered her to show especial attention to their handsome and so appreciative guest.




  However, the very vehemence and vigour of their dancing allowed her eventually to plead weariness, exhaustion almost, and she declared it and announced that she would seek her couch. Owen

  accepted that readily enough, but announced that he would escort her to her chamber; and when she protested that this was unnecessary and that the night was young yet, and he could and should enjoy

  considerable entertainment still, the prince would not hear of it, insisting that without her the proceedings would be dull indeed. Which might be flattering but was not what she sought.




  Leaving the hall, she noted that the queen had already departed, and her father, drink-taken, had fallen asleep over the dais-table. Her brothers were still dancing, and few of her

  fellow-students seemed overcome with fatigue. Mordred leered at the couple as they passed out.




  Climbing the stairs, Owen evidently felt that the girl’s tiredness called for a helping hand; and he retained his hold of her right to her bedroom door.




  There, however, she was firm, any weariness no longer in evidence. She twisted herself sharply free, thanked him briefly for his courtesies and, opening the door, got inside in one swift and

  complicated movement, half shutting the door again as she bid him a good night. As, even so, he took a step forward, Thanea slammed the wood firmly shut, and slid the bar into position.




  Appreciation can be excessive.




  The girl’s prayers that night were fervid and prolonged.




  Preparations for the Vernal Equinoxial Festival went on all next day, even though Thanea had nothing to do with them, despite being told that there was to be no convent

  attendance. It was, of course, one of the two occasions in the year when day and night were of precisely similar duration, and for those concerned with the sun, important. And was not the sun vital

  to all living things? This day, the sun, about to commence its new ecliptic pathway, was in a position to be approached. And approach was essential.




  The procession moved out from the city at precisely one hour before sunset. It was led by the Arch Druid Diarmid with his priests and acolytes, horns blowing. Thereafter came the royal family,

  on foot, King Loth in front, alone, the three princes behind, with Owen, then the queen and Thanea, walking rather noticeably apart. The nobles followed on, their womenfolk in the rear, then the

  mass of the people, men, women and children, all attending at Loth’s command. Thanea kept glancing back, to see if she could spot Monenna in the crowd, but could not pick her out.




  They went down the steep winding road, to the monotonous blaring of the bulls’ horns. The sun was not actually in evidence, behind cloud; at least it was not raining.




  At the foot of the hill they turned, left-handed, round the perimeter of the law. The light was beginning to fade. Thanea and the queen had not exchanged a word.




  They had not far to go, a bare half-mile over cattle-dotted rolling grassland. As they curved round the base of the hill, the difference between its north and south faces became strikingly

  evident, all but sheer precipices of bare rock rearing at this side, a daunting prospect. The cliffs echoed to weird wailing notes of the horns.




  Presently the procession came to a ditched-off area no great distance south-west of the cliff-roots, its wide moat-like barrier filled not with water but with cut thorn trees, to prevent cattle

  from entry, with a grassy causeway across, this barred by gates. And beyond rose a great stone circle, its thirteen monoliths, spaced regularly, rising upright like fierce fangs or the teeth of a

  huge dragon, a level table-stone recumbent within, to the south-east. Already a number of men were working there, in their long, dark brown druidical robes. The stone circle measured perhaps one

  hundred yards across.




  The company now halted, the Arch Druid and his priests and horn-blowers to enter the circle, the king’s party, backed by his nobles, to take up a semicircular stance on slightly rising

  ground close by to the west, the mass of the people ranging themselves behind. All were facing east. The horns were still wailing.




  Thanea hated it, watched set-faced.




  Clearly the Arch Druid was now in charge of all. He took up a position in the centre of the circle, and placed his minions beside each upright stone. After a little while, he raised one hand,

  and the horns at last fell silent. Then, after a quite considerable pause, he raised both arms high, and turning round, faced west. A single horn howled its command, and all present turned to face

  in the same direction. No sound now broke the hush, save for one or two children’s high voices, which were quickly quieted.




  For how long they all stood thus, gazing westwards, Thanea could not calculate, although it seemed a long time, silence prevailing, only a single curlew yittering its lonely call somewhere.

  Although all were staring, there was nothing to see, for it was now greyest dusk and even the Lammermuir Hills’ rampart had faded into the background southwards. Yet still they looked,

  waiting.




  At last there was a single shout behind them, and a horn blared briefly. All turned again, eastwards. But not the druids. The priests and acolytes all fell on their faces. Only the man Diarmid

  remained standing in the centre of the circle. He was pointing into the west.




  “The sun has left us!” he cried. “Call upon the mighty sun’s mercy to return to us. Call! Call!”




  The druids’ voices were raised to lead, and all others joined in with varied cries and shouts and beseechings – all save the most confirmed Christians that is, Thanea amongst them.

  How the Arch Druid had estimated the exact moment of sunset, behind the cloud cover, she did not know – perhaps it was pure guesswork. But the gesture was there.




  Another horn-blast gained him silence again. “The sun god makes his journey towards tomorrow, his chariot drawn by many horses,” he called. “He goes to the invisible world

  wherein is the abode of the dead. Pray that, of his mercy, he will decide to smile upon us, and this land, when he returns. Meantime, pray that he keeps the moon goddess from harming us. He leaves

  the lesser deities, Thunderer, the sky-smith, lord of fertility; the sea god, with his trident, who supplies the sun’s horses; the storm god, who does the sun’s will with the weather;

  the corn goddess who controls seasons and harvests; the wolf god who will not steal our souls unless the sun permits. These, and many others. They are about us now in this night. We must placate

  them while the sun makes his far journey to the morrow. Pray to them also.”




  A varied murmuring arose at that, and continued.




  More horn-blowing signalled a new activity, the lighting of fires, already prepared, around the stone circle, their timbers primed with fat to ensure swift burning and bright flame. These

  quickly illuminated the scene with flickering light and dancing shadows. From these fires the acolytes lit torches of resinous pine, and went to stand one beside each of the thirteen upright

  monoliths. The eerie spectacle was now visible to all – but only around the circle. The rest of the world might have been burned away.




  Now the Arch Druid moved over to the recumbent stone – and everywhere a tension grew amongst the onlookers. “Manannan! Manannan!” he cried. “God of the seas. Heed us who

  crave your goodwill. We offer you our service and duty, you who are yourself the great servant of the sun. Accept our sacrifice, oh great Manannan of the trident.” And he waved an arm.




  Into the circle of firelight acolytes appeared leading two horses, one to either side of the altar-stone. No doubt they were male and female. Two druid priests stepped forward, bearing swords.

  From all round the circle horns blared. At the Arch Druid’s signal the priests, obviously expert, raised swords in unison and with swift and vehement strokes slashed open the horses’

  throats. Even as the screams rang out, and the animals reared high, pawing the air desperately, the blood could be seen to gush out, black tides in the flickering firelight. Madly the creatures

  lashed and staggered and stumbled, held by the acolytes’ long halters, and all around the people stared and exclaimed and shivered in reaction to what they saw and heard. The horns still

  blew.




  One of the beasts fell, still kicking and twitching. Then the other fell. The priests moved close again, to slit up the brutes’ bellies. The entrails burst out, heaving and coiling as

  though themselves alive. Torch-bearers came forward to light up the scene further, and the Arch Druid stepped forward also, to peer down at the moving, steaming masses, carefully considering. Then,

  straightening up, he made a brief cutting motion of the hand, and immediately the horns ceased howling.




  “It is well, well!” he shouted. “The omens are good. Manannan is pleased. He accepts our offering. He of the sea-horses. Praise Manannan of the trident! Praise him!”




  From hundreds of throats excited cries arose, some exultant, some heartfelt, some sobbing and choking.




  Thanea had to swallow, determinedly, the sickness that surged to her throat.




  Then Diarmid raised his arm again. “Thunderer, great Thunderer, we beseech your aid! Look down on us, god of fertility, the harvests and pastures. Give us of your plenty in the

  months to come, we beseech you. Accept, accept, Lord Thunderer.”




  This time it was a bull, black and heavy, and a cow, brown and white, which were led to the altar-stone, no fewer than six acolytes having to lead the reluctant bull, and then to hold it

  approximately still with their halters, the cow much less difficult. The same grim process was gone through, the throat-slitting and stabbing. The cow collapsed almost at once, sprawling and

  jerking; but the bull remained standing, head drooping and swaying from side to side, but still maintaining its stance. The belly-slitters could go to work on the cow, but found great difficulty

  with the upright bull. There was a distinct hold-up, to the embarrassment of the priests.




  The Arch Druid, however, only shook his head. “Thunderer doubts us, doubts the honesty of our worship and regard,” he declared. “Oh, Thunderer, hear us! We own your power and

  splendour, under the sun. We call for your help. Hear us, Thunderer, and accept.”




  For moments there was a breathless pause, and then the bull’s legs buckled under it and it sank rather than fell to the grass, massive dignity to the end. The shouts that arose were all

  but ecstatic.




  Next to be placated was the corn goddess, and for her two sheep were considered adequate. These caused no trouble and were soon disposed of, not even baaing.




  The appeasement of the storm god, who controlled the air and the winds, required fowl, poultry, hens, duck, geese, gannets and the like, and these, by their very nature, could cause difficulties

  in their dignified disposal – and dignity was important to the druids. So a device had been contrived, to cope. Reticules of netting had been made, and into these the birds had been

  imprisoned, still fluttering and flapping but secure, the nets carried slung on poles. Killing by throat-cutting, neck-wringing or stabbing would have been difficult also, so fire was used. Blazing

  torches were brought, to set beneath each netful, and the fowl, flap as they would, were duly burned to death. The problem was, of course, that the netting burned also, and the sacrifices could

  have fallen out and perhaps fluttered off. So acolytes had to hold iron grids beneath, a hot and awkward task which the priests themselves left to others.




  This actually drew some laughs from the least reverent of the crowd, suitable or not.




  But that did not last long. The most demanding and prolonged blowing of horns gained silence for the Arch Druid.




  “Gods and goddesses!” he proclaimed. “The sun, in his majesty, your master and ours, journeys through his other world of the shades until morning. You can speak with

  him, we can not. But we would pay our deepest homage. Offer our worship. We call on you all, therefore, to tell him of it. Hail, the sun!” He gestured.




  Out of the shadows they came, four dark figures and two light ones, robed priests leading two women naked, their bodies white even in the ruddy glow of fires and torches. Picking their way

  through the scattered remains of horses, cattle, sheep and fowl, they were brought to the altar. One was most obviously pregnant, the other younger and slim.




  Diarmid, arms raised high, said something to them, and pointed. The slender one was picked up by the acolytes and laid on the altar, on her back. She made no evident struggle nor protest.

  Amongst all the enthralled and spellbound watchers there were murmurs and whispers, even some nervous giggling. Also questions as to identity. No doubt these were sinners, probably taken in

  adultery or refusing to obey husbands.




  The Arch Druid himself now drew a dagger, and after holding it aloft and calling some incantation, plunged the weapon down between the girl’s breasts.




  The thin shriek, yittering almost like that curlew, rose high – and produced a choking, gasping reaction from the crowd. The young woman arched her back up, and the knife was withdrawn and

  plunged again. The screaming died.




  Here, too, with the limbs still jerking, the stomach was slit open and the entrails, spilling out, consulted. Apparently satisfied, Diarmid drew back, waving.




  Acolytes dragged the limp body off the altar, and others pushed forward the second woman. But she struggled now, and yelled, with a sudden access of strength. Haul and heave as they would, the

  men could not get the kicking, scrambling woman on to that altar. Possibly she was fighting for the babe’s life within her. Frowning, Diarmid signed to one of his priests, with a

  down-slashing motion. The druid, still bearing the sword with which he had slain horse, cattle and sheep, slammed down the flat of the heavy blade on the woman’s head and, stunned, she sank

  to the ground.




  Hoisted on to the blood-soaked altar thereafter without difficulty, hers was an easier death, unconscious, than that of her companion. The child within her presumably knew naught of its death

  either.




  There was enormous reaction amongst the onlookers, almost hysteria, yells and cries, folk clutching and shaking each other in their wild excitement, in a frenzy over the climax of the entire

  occasion. Thanea was sobbing to herself, although her eyes had been shut towards the end, craven as she felt this to be.




  The Arch Druid and his assistants were now leading the way in what amounted to a hymn of praise and acclaim to the sun, punctuated by single blasts of one horn in repetitive rhythm. Some of the

  great company joined in, but most were beyond anything such, shouting and cavorting in a sort of unholy glee brought on by what they had seen and experienced. Nobility and commonality alike,

  royalty not excepted, they embraced, waved and capered.




  Diarmid and his druids were beyond all such folly. They formed up, leaving the fires but carrying their torches, to lead the procession back to the city, servants left behind to clear up the

  mess of carcases and entrails within the circle. But it is to be feared that it was a deplorably undisciplined procession, nevertheless, which began to follow them, scattered and noisy, dancing,

  skipping, playing the fool. Quite a large proportion of the whole, indeed, did not follow at all, or only so far, not a few, men and women, already on the ground and coupling, uncaring with whom

  they paired.




  Thanea, desperately unhappy, stumbled along in the darkness, not waiting for any formal lining-up of the royal party. She soon found her brother Gawain beside her, and clutched his arm,

  unspeaking. But presently Prince Owen was at her other side, laughing, and quickly one arm was around her, the other hand feeling for her breast. Fiercely she thrust him off with her elbow, jabbing

  again and again. But still he laughed and groped, if not very effectively, as they moved over uneven grassland in the semi-dark. Gawain put one arm round his sister’s shoulder, which

  helped.




  That was a nightmarish journey back to the hilltop citadel; but at the palace, Thanea escaped to her own chamber, and threw herself on her bed, weeping. She tried to pray, but failed

  miserably.




  For how long she lay there she did not know, when a knocking sounded at her door and a servitor announced that the King Loth required the presence of the Princess Thanea in the lesser hall. She

  called back that she could not come, that she was unwell.




  But before long the knocking resumed. The king commanded the presence of his daughter, and at once, she was informed.




  Knowing her father’s temper and how he could behave when roused, Thanea rose, sought to tidy herself and go as ordered – for she knew that she could well be carried down bodily if

  still she refused. Indeed, two servants were waiting outside her door to escort her.




  Down in the lesser hall she found the family and certain of Loth’s closest friends gathered in noisy celebration, feeding on cold meats, but doing more drinking than eating. Some hailed

  her arrival with shouts, especially Owen ap Urien.




  Her father, clearly much affected by drink, and seated, half rose as she came in, but staggering, sank back on his bench. He banged his tankard on the table-top for quiet, spilling mead.




  “Ha, daughter!” he got out thickly. “You grace us . . . with your presence . . . at last! This, this especial night.” He had difficulty with the word especial.

  “Come, you.”




  Set-faced, she moved a little nearer him. The queen came to stand behind her husband, looking more satisfied than usual.




  “Tonight, I have . . . have good news for you, girl.” the king went on, and drank. “Excellent news. One day you will be a queen. Queen of Rheged. Aye, Rheged. Queen

  Thanea!” He hiccuped. “Owen ap Urien has asked for you, for your hand in marriage. And I, I have granted it. You hear? Marriage. You are to be this Owen’s wife.”




  There were cries of congratulation from some of those around.




  Thanea stood as though turned to stone.




  “Go to him, girl!” her father said. “Do not stand gawping!”




  “No!” That came from her, with a strange force, almost as a bark.




  “Eh . . . ?”




  “No, I say.” That was more level, but sufficiently certain, in the negative.




  Prince Owen did the moving. He stepped over to her, to make a little bow, not exactly mockingly but not far from it. “Thanea, my bride-to-be!” he said, grinning. “I have found

  a wife. At last!” He held out his arms in an elaborate gesture.




  “No,” she said again, and the words came out singly, emphatically. “I . . . will . . . not . . . wed . . . you!”




  That tankard smashed down on the table. “By the sun and all the gods, you will!” roared King Loth.




  Without another word, Thanea turned and ran from the hall – but not upstairs. She hurried out into the night’s darkness.




  Guessing that she would be followed and brought back, she darted into the first lane she came to, round the back of two houses and down another wynd. This brought her to the southern clifftop of

  the law. Here there was no need for a high enclosing wall, only a low dyke to prevent children from falling over. Hitching up her skirts, she clambered over this, and then crept down one of the

  many crevices which led down to the all but sheer drop of the precipice. Therein she crouched huddling, head in hands, hidden.




  Long she stayed there, cold as it was, a young woman lost. Or not quite, for in time she found that she could pray, pray to the God of love and mercy, and Christ Jesus his Son, such a different

  god from those she had been ordered to worship that terrible night. Soothed somewhat, and even strengthened, she waited. And at length, when she calculated that all would have bedded down at the

  palace, she went back, watching for any who might intercept her. But none did, and she got up to her room and barred the door behind her.




  It was long before she slept.
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  In the morning, although Thanea would have wished to go down at once to the convent, she guessed that her father would send for her. He did.




  Although now sober, he was in little kinder mood than he had been the night before. But at least he saw her alone.




  “You were an ill daughter to me, last night,” he told her roughly. “Made me to look a fool and a weakling, before all. And then to bolt like some affrighted coney! Shame on

  you, girl!”




  “I am sorry that I had to offend you,” she said. “But . . . I cannot wed Prince Owen.”




  “You can. And will!”




  “No, Father – I cannot. It is . . . impossible.”




  “It is my will, I tell you. I have given him my word. You will wed Owen ap Urien. He is a suitable match. Will one day be King of Rheged. It will serve our two realms well to be thus

  linked. And he is far-out kin, and desires you.”




  “I do not desire him!” She took a deep breath. “Besides, I am promised to another!”




  He stared. “You . . . ! You are promised? You say that to me! How, how can that be? A girl of but seventeen summers. How say you that?”




  Thanea had thought of this for half the night. “I am promised to God. To the true God, God the Son, Jesus Christ,” she got out. “Vowed to Him, and Him only, Father.”




  The king’s jaw had dropped, so shaken was he, finding no words.




  “The Virgin Mary is the finest, the greatest, the most blessed amongst women. I, I seek humbly to be like her. Or as like such as I may be.”




  Loth found his voice. “By all the gods – are you run mad, girl? Bewitched? Here is folly, and worse – outrage! Crazy Christian folly. That woman Edana’s work. She has

  been filling your foolish head with her nonsense. You go no more to her. I will be rid of her. Send her back to Ireland.”




  “Be not hard on her, Father. This is of my own will, my own decision. I choose it so. Not she.”




  “It is not for you to choose, girl. Decision on your marriage is mine. You wed Prince Owen.”




  “I am sorry, Father. But that I will not do. I, I had rather be dead! And be with God that way!”




  He clenched his fists. “If you do not obey me, you may be dead, indeed!”




  She shook her head, silent.




  Loth took a pace or two back and forward, seeking to control his anger. “See you, Thanea – I am your king as well as your father. I can compel that you do my will. But better that

  you see reason, use such wits as you have, act as a daughter should, as a princess should. Owen ap Urien is a fine young man, personable, royally born. We both descend from the great King

  Coel, High King of Britain. I say that you could not do better. He could choose from a score of princesses!”




  “Let him so choose, then. But not me. I am not for him.”




  The king there lost his temper finally. Almost he struck her, so that she shrank back. “You will do as I say!” he shouted. “Do you hear? You will wed.”




  “No, Father. If I am wed, against my will and beliefs, I will flee from that man at the first moment that I can. Lose myself in the hills and forests. That I vow!”




  “You, you . . . !” He grabbed and shook her. “Then to the hills and forests you will go! Daughter of mine or no, you will go. That I vow! Wed Owen. Or be cast out from

  here, from my house. Become a lost woman, a, a plaything for any man who finds you, a beggar for your bread!”




  She shook her head, with sorrow but with no diminution of her resolve. “So be it,” she said.




  Cursing, he pushed her away. “Go to your room. Bide there. Do not leave this house. You hear? Your room.”




  “Yes, Father,” she said, and turned to go.




  Outside, there stood her stepmother Guanhumara. Almost certainly she had been listening at the door. Her look at Thanea was one of triumph. The girl guessed that she would be largely behind the

  king’s harsh attitude.




  She hurried upstairs to her chamber, desolate.




  All that day Thanea remained alone in her room. No food was brought to her, no servant came with hot water to wash in, there was no communication with others. She prayed, but could not continue

  praying for long with any meaning to it. She questioned herself, of course. Was she justified in this disobedience to her father? Was her refusal to wed the Cumbrian right? Was her pride dictating

  her decision, not her duty as daughter, her acceptance of Christian behaviour? Yet, however she questioned, she knew, knew in her heart that she could not wed Owen ap Urien. The certainty

  was there. It was not that she hated him, or knew him well enough to hate. His behaviour towards her could have been that of any young lusty man who found her person to his taste. It was something

  else that held her back, exactly what she was not sure, but something imperative. She was not for him. This of being promised to Christ – she was all but ashamed of having used that excuse.

  Who was she to claim anything of the sort? It was but a device, however strong and sincere was her belief in God and His Son. Owen was pagan, like her father, to be sure, and to wed him was to

  commit herself to a pagan life. But was that consideration all that was behind her so determined decision? She did not know, she did not know . . .




  It was early evening before there was any further development. Then a knocking on her door, which quickly became an angry banging, for the door was barred, left her in no doubt that it was her

  father himself. She drew the bar in its goose-greased slot, opened, and he stormed in.




  “Have you come to your senses, girl?” he demanded.




  “I am of the same mind, Father,” she told him.




  “Then hear this. I will not be mocked and made look a fool by any, in especial by my own daughter. I meant what I said to you. I dispossess you, Thanea. I cast you out. No longer will you

  act my daughter – which state you dishonour. You will be no longer the Princess of Lothian, for you shame me in front of all. Tomorrow I send you away from here. To the hills and forests you

  said that you would run to, from this Owen. You will go to Fergus of Johnscleugh, my furthest-out swineherd and shepherd in deepest Lammermuir, where the White Water is born. And there you will

  bide, tending swine and sheep, a slave. You hear? A slave-woman. That is to be your fate, since you will not be Princess of Rheged! Tomorrow you leave this house for a swineherd’s hovel in

  the far hills. That I swear. Unless you wed Owen.”




  The girl met the man’s glare, and inclined her lovely head. “If that is your will, Father. I will go at your bidding.”




  “My commanding!” he shouted. And turning, strode out, slamming that door behind him.




  Thanea drew the bar of it again, tears in her eyes.




  Later in the evening another knock came to the door, just a tap this time. “Thaney!” a voice said softly.




  Only her brothers called her that. But when she went to open, there was nobody there, only on the floor a loaf of bread and a beaker of wine. That would be Gawain. No doubt he had been ordered

  not to see her, but had shown his caring thus.




  Despite her distress and the emotions churning within her, she ate hungrily.




  She did sleep better, however, that night.




  In the very early morning, before the palace and town were astir, Thanea was awakened by more rapping on the door and a woman’s voice calling. When she rose, donned a bed-robe and opened,

  it was to find a servant-girl there, holding out a rough-woven, not over-clean, peasant’s gown, shapeless and short of skirt, with a rope to act as girdle.




  “You are to wear this, Princess. This only.” That was nervously said, as she thrust the things out. “Men will come for you.” And jerking an embarrassed bow, she hurried

  off.




  Thanea eyed this symbol of her father’s anger and hurt, and her glance went over to the garderobe where all her fine dresses hung. The ragged gown she had been given smelt as unpleasing as

  it looked; but, after a lip-biting pause, she put it on and tied the cord.




  Two men were soon knocking at the door, members of the king’s bodyguard. One pointed to the small bundle of belongings which Thanea had hurriedly gathered together.




  “You may not take that, Princess,” he declared. “The king’s orders. Nothing to be taken.”




  “Surely some garb? A shift, a bodice . . .”




  “Nothing.” He looked unhappy, but firm.




  Inclining her head, she followed them out and downstairs.




  In the courtyard three horses, shaggy, short-legged garrons, were waiting, saddled only with sacking. No persons were visible. The younger man, glancing around and seeing no one, helped to hoist

  the girl up on one of the animals, much shapely white leg inevitably in evidence. The others mounted, and they rode off.




  Down the hill they went, and at the foot turned left-handed as they had done two evenings before. Soon they were passing the stone circle of evil memory. Still some of the unpleasant litter

  remained, Thanea averting her eyes. They trotted on, fairly soon passing a single standing-stone which marked the grave of one of Loth’s predecessors. Ahead of them commenced the foothills of

  the Lammermuirs.




  Actually Thanea knew well where they were heading, for she had ridden these hills since childhood, far and wide. They formed a lofty barrier some twenty-five miles long by ten miles wide,

  separating the coastal plain out of which rose Traprain and Berwick Laws, from the Merse, the great downland of comparatively low ground which stretched northwards from the notable river of Tweed

  which marked the boundary of Loth’s domains and those of the kingdom of Northumbria, the name Merse meaning march or border. These Lammermuir Hills, so called because they were the most

  renowned sheep-rearing area of all the Pictish lands, represented the main source of Lothian’s wealth, wool. All the world needed wool, and these rolling heights of grass and heather were

  ideal for feeding and sheltering the hardy black-faced sheep, for there were innumerable hidden deep valleys and cleughs as they were called, usually grown with stunted hawthorn trees, which the

  sheep could seek in hard conditions of cold and snow, without having to be shepherded to cover, and where, unlike the swampy undrained tracts of the low ground, there lurked few predators, wolves,

  boars and the like. There were almost three hundred square miles of them. The names of the summits and ridges, and of the valleys themselves, emphasised their usefulness – Lammermuir itself,

  the moorland of the sheep; Tuplaw, tups being breeding rams; Rammerscales; Ewelaw; Wedder Law, a wedder being a castrated male ram; Hogcleugh, a hog a first-year sheep; and so on. These hills to

  which the princess was banished were not barren wilderness, but they held no population save for a scattering of shepherds and swineherds – for pigs also could pasture and root on the lower

  slopes, only there for they had not woolly coats to keep them reasonably warm on the chilly heights; these were not apt to be so very far removed from the wild boar from which they sprang.
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