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Chapter 1
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836 A.D., Hibernia

Dara opened the weatherworn door of her rustic, circular hut and wandered outside.  She closed her eyes, deeply inhaling the fresh air.  The gentle wind smelled of drying leaves and earth from the recent harvest.  Opening her eyes, she strolled down the leaf-lined path as the refreshing breeze exhilarated her skin.  The heat of the autumn days receded into cool evenings that she spent at the River Bóinne taking cleansing swims.

The path to the riverbank was a peaceful walk through the forest not far from her home.  Some of the folk from the village of Droicheada believed the legends about the area being haunted by spirits of ancient Celts who came to this land, while others thought her a mystic because she was the Priestess of the Sisters of the Stone Circle.  Either way, she didn’t worry about anyone watching her while she followed the dark path in the twilight.

She thought about the other women who participated with her in celebration of Samhain, one of the four fire festivals of the year.  These women were wives or widows of farmers and soldiers from the baile, who secretly joined her at the stone circle in Brugh Na Bóinne for special rituals.  The women performed the ancient mystical arts for their personal enrichment—in secret—so not to alert the church to their activities, or their husbands for that matter.  While many people from Droicheada shunned her for her practices, some sought her help as a healer.

Dara sat on a large tree stump at the edge of the river and untied the laces on her leather shoes, setting them on the ground beside her.  She unbuckled the brooch from her green woolen cloak.  The material slid off her shoulders, down her body, and landed in a heap at her feet.  She shivered as the cold night air chilled her skyclad flesh.

Stepping to the riverbank, Dara slowly placed her feet into the water and little waves lapped against her ankles.  Small hairs on the back of her neck stuck straight out, a chill running up her spine.  She shuddered and quickly scanned the bank while the river rippled along. Frogs croaked nearby. Shorelines were considered sacred meeting points, where spiritual forces could link directly with the living.

To free herself of the restless sensation, Dara closed her eyes, took a deep breath and plunged into the brisk water, skimming under the top of the waves.

She resurfaced for air and pushed her hair back from her face.  While she tread water to keep afloat, Dara watched her breath rise like steam over the water, remembering the feast of Samhain festival she and her Sisters of the Stone Circle performed two nights prior.

They’d welcomed the runner who brought the flaming torch from the High Druid’s sacred fire.  They’d swayed rhythmically to the bodhrán drum beat during their ritual divination as the sweat-drenched runner set ablaze the oak branches in the fire pit and then departed.

Dara brought the requisite herbs to purify the air for the spirits during the ceremony.  She stood entranced by the flames.  The heat of the bonfire seemed drawn to her as she neared the fire, bent and ignited the tips of the plants.  She inhaled deeply as the air filled with the scent of myrrh, along with a hint of heather for the closing ritual of the ceremony.  She placed the glowing herbs in the cauldron for divination.  Still, the flames of the bonfire felt like they wanted to burn the bare skin of her arms.

A sudden buzzing of insect wings by her face startled her back to her swimming.

Sighing, Dara reclined, luxuriating in the way her body felt as she floated on water, her breasts reaching upward to the moonless night.  The refreshing water rippled over her body.  Her nipples peaked into hardened flesh against the cool breeze that licked them dry as it passed over her body.

Gazing at the stars flickering against the indigo of the night, she imagined herself floating into the sky.  Half listening to the whisper of buzzing insects, Dara hummed a little song to herself.  The water lapped against her, and she finally relaxed, letting the tranquility of nature surround her again.

“Thank you,” she whispered to the frog that croaked loudly from the shore after Dara finished her little tune.

She recognized the constellations of late autumn.  From the corner of her eye, something different appeared.  Dara lost her concentration and choked on the water in surprise.

She tread water and watched a star, with a blazing white tail behind it, streak across the nighttime sky.  The star didn’t fade away like most heavenly bodies that shot across the sky for brief moments when harvest time neared.  This star stayed high and traveled in an arc.

Noticing the sounds of nature had ceased their soft rhythm, she quickly swam back to the edge of the river, water dripping from her body as she climbed out.  Dara ran back to the stump, grabbed her woolen cloak and wrapped it around her shivering form.  With trembling fingers, she stuck the pin of the metal brooch back through the loop.  She sat on the stump, shoving her shoes onto her feet, half-tying the laces around each ankle.  She frequently glanced up to stare at the unfamiliar spectacle.

“Is it a good omen?” she wondered as she hurried back to the hut.  What mystical prophecy might come of this enchanted light in the sky?

Once home, she lit the beeswax candle on the small table. She uncorked the bottle of mead on the table, poured some of the light amber liquid into a wooden goblet and took a long sip.  Savoring the sweet drops on her lips, she stretched her back while the liquid began to warm her.  She set the goblet down on the table next to the book she needed.

Dara eased herself on to the stool next the table, opened the well-worn, russet-colored leather-wrapped cover, and searched the vellum for information of a star.  The book was a journal of the past fire festival celebrations, herbal remedies, celestial occurrences, and divinations of Goddess Danu that had been handed down for generations by those women accepting the role as Priestess.

She turned the pages carefully, as the corners had curled with age.  She found a small reference to star showers streaming from the sky, normal early harvest season occurrences, so she kept scanning the parchment pages carefully for other references.

Finally, near the middle of the book, in the lower right margin of the page, she spied a depiction, a star with a tail flying behind it.  It was under the year 760 A.D.  A small notation of the date, “Beltane plus twenty-one days,” had been made next to the star.

Dara calculated the date to be just over seventy-six years prior.  She examined the book further but found nothing more about the star.

The mead had finally taken away the chill and relaxed her muscles.  Dara closed the book and drummed her fingers on the table while wondering, with trepidation, what the star foretold.
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Chapter 2
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Rain beat on the stone window ledge. Abbott Sean Dermott stared out the narrow, unglazed casement in his cell at St. Feckin’s church.  His woolen robes fluttered in the breeze when he looked out over the seaside village.  The once peaceful gray sky, which had followed him on his week-long trek from St. Columba’s monastery in Kells to the coastal church in Termonfeckin for his long-awaited sabbatical, grew dark with ominous clouds carried by gale winds. The clouds released pounding rain that swept over the monastery, then thundered east to the sea.  A flash of lightning lit up the skyline for an instant, revealing glimmering wet stonewalls of the nearby round tower.  A flicker of a distant memory came and went through his mind, leaving him motionless.

An abrupt brush of silky fur against his ankle startled him back to the present.  Sean reached down and gently picked up the calico cat, whose purr deepened while he scratched its ears.  He smiled.

He pulled the heavy woolen tapestry of the crucifixion over the open window frame to keep the storm from blowing out the candle on the corner of the small wooden writing desk.

“I have work to do, Simon, and so do you,” Sean said, releasing the cat to the floor.  “Now, go find some mice.”  He observed the feline slowly saunter away before he settled on the narrow oak seat next to the desk.

From the drawer, he brought out a new page for his transcription of events.  His journal was a weekly record that he was required to keep as part of his position as Abbott of the Monastery.  This book would be sent to the Catholic Church in Rome at the end of the year, as part of their contribution to the church for sharing the Catholic doctrine with the people.  Even on sabbatical, he wrote important events in the journal.

The parchment was set alongside the treasured bible he’d illuminated upon since he was a young scribe.  He sharpened the quill with the small blade, dipped the end into the gall inkwell, and began to write.

“With such a storm raging outside, I feel that we, my fellow monks and I, can rest easy this night.  No Norseman would be out to raid during such a storm, or would survive its fury, to terrify the coast of Hibernia.”

Sean paused, wondering whether he should write about the radiant star with the giant tail he had seen the night before.  He remembered reading a similar passage of a brilliant star near the beginning of the ceremonial bible.  The same bible he’d illustrated the Lord’s words in, next to his parchment on the small desk.  Making a mental note to himself to find that passage again after his required journal entries, he struggled to continue his writing.

The thought of the mysterious star would not leave his mind.  Putting down the quill, he opened the precious book, perusing the pages until he found the passage with the illustration of the luminous star.

Finding only a date from seventy-six years prior, late spring, next to the star drawing, he searched through the book again.

He spied the first page he’d illuminated in the bible. His eyes closed, and he thought back thirty years to when he first was a novice scribe, at St. Columba’s Monastery, on the Island of Iona.

* * *
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AT ONLY SIXTEEN, SEAN had been given the exceptional opportunity to be the caretaker of the ceremonial bible Abbot Matthew had been working on since Matthew was a young scribe. The large book was held together with a leather cover and decorated with a jeweled binding.  Abbott Matthew kept the special book in a golden shrine, except when he was busy scribing and illustrating upon the vellum.

The Abbott had observed Sean’s work in the scriptoria, along with over a hundred other scribes.  Matthew appraised every scribe for his quality of an exact replica of the document they were given to copy, from bible gospels to Greek comedies and tragedies.

Nothing special, Sean remembered, all scribes were to make their manuscripts exact.  Only the lead scribe had caught him drawing a bird in one of the margins of the parchments.  The page with the doodle was immediately brought to the attention of the Abbott.

Sean went to Abbott Matthew for further instruction from that day on.

Sean remembered how the Abbott watched him practice the fine details transcribed into the work along with the other novices.  The Abbott remarked on how well he made the letters in accordance to the first book, although Abbott Matthew admonished Sean for the little eccentricities he made with color and details of the gospels.

Since he was a young scribe at the time, Sean asked for indulgence to add detail with illustrations.  He explained to Abbott Matthew that these illustrations would stand out as a visual representation, enhancing the passage described, especially for those who could not read.

Late one night, while the Abbott Matthew watched Sean transcribe a passage, Matthew explained the history of the book to Sean.

In 760 A.D., Abbott Stephen began transcribing the special book of gospels that Sean now held.  After years of careful depiction, Abbott Stephen had given the book to Matthew to continue.

Matthew drew his own special illustrations on this manuscript while a novice scribe.  The addition of illustrations by Matthew angered Abbott Stephen, for it changed the book from Stephen’s own concept.  Afterwards, any elaborate illustrations by Matthew were kept to a minimum apart from the original text.

In one of their conversations regarding the book, Sean remembered Abbott Matthew say, “Over the years, as a scribe and now Abbott, I took pride in my work on the book, even though that trait is one of the seven deadly sins.  I also knew that someday I’d have to pass it on to another promising scribe.”  Then he stared straight into Sean’s eyes and said, “Don’t disappoint me.”

Months passed, and Sean observed how Abbott Matthew’s hands ached from stiffness in his joints, preventing him from holding a quill.  Only the honey mead the monks brewed and stored in the tunnels underneath the monastery helped relieve some of the pain.

Then it came, the sound of doom.  He shuddered to himself.

He remembered how the peaceful rainstorm outside suddenly exploded into nightmarish horror.  It began with thunderous pounding against the bolted door of the monastery.

Sean witnessed the terror in the eyes of the Abbott as Matthew made the sign of the cross over himself and muttered, “Not again!  Lord, help us all!”

The wood door finally shattered, smashed open by a battering ram.

Sean sat frozen while the raiders screamed curses of death and charged into the room, terrifying the monks.

“Norsemen!  Run!”  Matthew screamed and pushed Sean forward off the wooden stool.

Sean’s eyes filled with shock when he glimpsed the large double-bladed bloodied axes silently slashing through the air in wide strokes.

Sean remembered he was responsible for the Abbott’s book.  Keeping low to the ground, away from the slaughter, he scrambled back to the table.  With a slow, shaking hand, he slid the book from the desk.  It teetered on its binding and landed on the floor with a clatter that echoed through the screams.

He peered around the desk legs to see if anyone noticed, grasped the book to his chest, and quietly crept away.  He slid along the wall to keep hidden and out of range of the deadly blows by the Norsemen.

Passing several of the slaughtered men who lay in a heap of blood, he felt nausea begin to take over.  At the sight of Abbott Matthew lying with his head clinging to his body by only the skin at the back of his neck, he crossed himself, backed away and vomited.

Sean scanned his surroundings again and spied a fire blazing bright from the room behind one of the raiders.  He noticed that the man was covered with a leather jerkin, only spotting the darkened image of a wolf on his chest as the man turned towards him and sneered.

With the book clutched in his arms, he quickly scrambled under rickety scribe desks and over chairs to escape from the carnage behind him.

Running down the path, he spied the hatch to the tunnel that stored the mead. He quickly opened it, stumbling downward, and dragging the door closed behind him.

The gloomy darkness enveloped him as he paused near the door catching his breath.  The blood coursing through his body, made it hard to hear anything but the rush of fluid in his ears. When it appeared no one had followed him, his breathing calmed.

Sean rushed through a tunnel, slammed into the side of a mead barrel, and dropped the book.  He cursed himself silently.  Now he had to find the book again without the aid of any light.

He stopped moving when the door hinge squeaked.  His heart pumped harder as he searched for a place to hide.  Sean accidentally kicked the book in the dirt at the end of the cask.

His eyes became accustomed to the darkness, he watched a Norseman enter the room.  The raider seemed to be heading straight towards his hiding place.  Sean quickly grabbed the book and took off running.

He followed the tunnels to the exit door, pushed open the door and fell into the gardens.  His tired legs could move no more.  He dragged his body forward with his arms, coming to rest behind one of the beehives, waiting silently, watching his warm breath hover before his face in the cold autumn night air.

When he heard approaching footsteps, he clutched the book and prayed silently.

A sword sliced through the square box holding the hives, missing the top of Sean’s head by mere inches.  Just over the top of the jagged ends of the wooden box stood the tall blond man he’d seen earlier. Sean noticed a faint buzzing coming from the opened box. The bees were slowly waking because of the temperature.

He held the book tight to his chest and slowly stood in front of the Norseman.  He tilted his head back to see the face of the man who stood a head taller than his own height of five and a half feet.  Sean took note of this man’s appearance before he was to meet God.

The Norseman’s face was framed by long blonde hair, a mustache and beard that went down to his chest.  Brilliant sapphire blue eyes stared at Sean.  The snarling red wolf design on the man’s leather jerkin appeared poised to attack.

The Norseman withdrew his sword and pointed it toward the book Sean held.

Trembling, Sean shook his head in defiance.  He would not willingly give up the prized book.

The man turned away for a moment, then the back of his hand came back around and hit Sean across his cheek, knocking him to the ground.  The book slipped from his grasp.

Momentarily stunned, Sean peeked through half-closed eyelids.  The man snatched the book from the ground.  Sean tried to keep his body from trembling when he heard the Norseman’s throaty grumble.

Sean remained motionless as beads of sweat trickled down his forehead.

The faint crinkling of pages of vellum being flipped through, tensed Sean’s nerves further, then the book slamming closed almost made him jump out his skin.

The buzzing came closer.  Sean opened one eye.  The man was cautiously surveying the surrounding area.  Then, the Norsemen plucked the jewels from their setting on the bookbinding, and tossed them in small drawstring satchel at his waist.

“Ow!” the man yelled.

Sean’s eyes flew open.  The man whirled around, trying to combat the bees.  He flung the heavy book at the attacking insects.  It crashed to the ground near Sean.  Moving quickly, Sean snatched it up, scrambled to his feet and dashed towards the bushes near the apiary.  He silently thanked God for sparing his life while he watched the Norseman run back towards the monastery, bees close behind.

For the rest of the night, Sean remained in hiding, a silent witness, while books and manuscripts were heaped into a pile, and set ablaze.

Swift as the Norsemen arrived, they clamored back to their long ships, taking with them all the monastic treasure they could carry, finally departing the shores of Iona, while black smoke filled the air.

* * *
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“MEOW.”

Sean gasped when he heard the soft call of his furry friend, bent his head down and smiled to see Simon at his feet.  Sitting upright, Sean placed the lid over the inkwell.  Glancing at the book, he examined a bird he drew soon after the raid, noticing he used unique blue ink for feathers.  The rare and prized ultramarine ink used to highlight special areas of the manuscript reminded Sean of the Norseman’s eyes that fateful night.  Closing the book, Sean hoped his work on the book did not disappoint Abbott Matthew, even if only in his memory.

The tapestry fluttered against the open casement once more, and Sean pushed his wooden chair back from the table.  He picked up Simon, cradling the cat in his arms while he shuffled over to the heavy oak door and opened it slightly.

While stroking the cat’s neck, Sean listened.  The rain continued to beat hard against the door, sounding like the bodhrán, a goatskin drum the people of the island use during their celebrations.  Three nights before, he had silently wandered to a protected grove to witness the Samhain festival at Brugh Na Bóinne. He observed the rituals performed by the Priestess, as he remained hidden, although he could not hear what she said from his vantage point.

Sean noticed only a small number of women attended this celebration given that the decree of Pope Gregory IV, two years before, had proclaimed a Church Holiday of ‘All Saints Day’ on the first day of November.

Although the local King converted, Sean knew he maintained some traditions and allowed his High Druid his fire festivals, as precaution against anything that would make crops fail and the prized cattle starve.

A splash of rainwater against his cheek startled him to the storm outside.  The cat sprang from his arms and ran back into the room, shaking the water from his head.  Sean inhaled the air that blew in.  He gazed outside once more, then pushed the door closed behind him and slid home the large square-cut wooden bar, just in case he was wrong about the storm.
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Chapter 3
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“We must turn back!” Aric yelled.

As he struggled with the tiller to keep the dragon ship faced into the fierce wind, rain fell in streams down Lothar’s bearded face.  Concentrating on remaining afloat in the storm, he ignored his burly friend.

“These waves are rocking Fafnir as though it is a twig, not a fully loaded ship,” Ivarr bellowed.

“Losing sight of the land and falling off the edge of the world is not what I have in mind,” Starri hollered from his perch at the dragonhead of the ship.

“Nor I,” Lothar finally shouted, with a broad smile to reassure the crew.  “Thor will see us through this tempest, like he always has.  The Runes have told us of our success.”  He patted the symbol stones in the drawstring pouch on his leather belt.  The same runes the Seiðrs, Magda and Selvina, used to privately interpret the voyage success two full moons ago.

“You, Lothar, will find what your heart truly seeks in a new land,” the two aged shaman sisters foretold.

Another pounding wave slammed across the ship’s hull at that moment, breaking two oars.

“Pull in the rest,” Lothar commanded, watching the storm winds and freezing rain pelt them with liquid ice, shredding the sail, while towering waves crashed over the side of the ship.

Lothar shook his head, doubting the shaman sisters’ ramblings as lightning flashed nearby.  “The Midgard Serpent may try to smash us to bits, but I have no desire to go to Aegir’s Hall at the bottom of the sea yet!”

“I have heard that the King of the Sea has the grandest of all the festivities that are attended by the Gods.”  Aric’s eyes twinkled with delight while the wind’s fury carried his laughter to the rest of the crew.

“Get ready for the festivities,” Starri yelled.

Lothar turned as the monster wave rose over Fafnir’s hull, breaking the long wooden oars.  He watched while his men, exhausted and drenched, were thrown against the side planks.  The storm drowned out the crew’s screaming.  He closed his eyes and hoped that the ship would carry them all to Aegir’s Hall for a hero’s celebration.

Lothar opened his eyes and turned to a voice shouting directly behind him.  Suddenly he roared in piercing pain.  He gazed down at the wooden stake protruding from his shoulder. Raising his head, he glowered at the cloaked figure in front of him before being engulfed in silent blackness.

* * *
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LOTHAR MOANED AND SQUEEZED his eyes shut as rays of early sunlight filtered through white clouds, lying still until the throbbing from his left shoulder subsided enough for him to move.  He slowly opened his eyes and tried to focus on where he was.  He raised his head, shaking free the gritty sand particles from his beard.  He glanced at the front of his tunic, thanking Odin that the wooden stake was gone, yet noticing blood trickle down.

“Loki be damned,” he swore silently.

Lothar lay listening to the rolling surf while the rising sun warmed his body.  The peaceful lull was broken by familiar sounds of creaking wooden wheels, and plodding of hooves, moving toward the dune where he lay.  Ignoring his injured shoulder, he turned his body towards the approaching horse and cart.  Crouching in sparse weeds at the edge of dry land, Lothar hid as best he could.  His vision cleared as he scanned the shoreline.

He spied Aric lying face down in the surf.  Was his friend alive?  He waited for Aric to move.  Unsure of where he came ashore, he remained still while he watched the cart come closer to Aric’s lifeless body.

He watched the driver pull on the reins to stop a robust pony and then climb down from the small cart.

“A woman,” Lothar whispered in surprise.  He could just make out the ends of her long red hair fluttering in the breeze.  He waited to see what she would do when she walked over to the stout man.  Her green woolen cloak opened slightly to reveal a light, tan-colored linen dress.  Her soft leather shoes left shallow imprints in the sand.

He kept an eye on her while she bent to Aric’s body and removed the tangled seaweed and other debris that had washed ashore alongside.  He was astonished at the effort she used when she managed to turn his friend over onto his back.

Lothar chuckled to himself when she fell backwards.  He knew that the circular symbol of ægishjálmr tattooed on Aric’s forehead just below his dark hair frightened her like others who encountered the burly man.

He lay there captivated; the dress had risen to her knees, twisting the material against her hips revealing shapely calves with creamy white skin. Lothar groaned silently, shifting his body position to tamper down his expanding member when heat rushed between his legs.  He concentrated on the peaceful rolling surf, and the sea birds that called to each other, while he remained motionless, observing the female.

She stood and straightened her clothes.  He waited, wishing for her to get back into her cart and leave.  Then he could take care of his friend himself, and forget about her.

He watched in amazement as the woman bent down again and brushed away a few sand fleas and spiders that crawled over Aric’s face and beard.

Lothar slowly raised himself off the dry sand.  Watching her movements while she examined the body, he silently walked towards the woman.

The pony whined and shook his head when Lothar neared the cart.  He stroked the animal’s neck, soothing the creature into silence.  The fact that the woman remained oblivious to the animal’s warning puzzled him.  He listened while she scrutinized Aric’s body aloud.

“He must have drowned in last night’s storm,” he overheard her say.

Lothar recognized most of her words, words that were spoken in English.  Not his normal Nordic language, nor Gaelic, but he understood the language from his own mother and other thralls.

He stepped around the animal towards the woman.

“Who are you?” Lothar demanded, striding towards the distracted female.

* * *
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THE DEEPLY ACCENTED voice startled Dara.  She spun her head towards the man behind her, and slowly rose to her feet.  She stepped back and gazed at the bearded blond man who stood a full head taller than she.  Her gaze traveled along his sinewy body, noting he wore a light brown leather tunic with an emblem of a wolf.  It was stained with a dark patch of color from a jagged tear on his left shoulder.  A drawstring pouch hung from a leather belt at his waist.  The rest of his clothing tapered down to the brown leggings that clung to his lean muscular legs.

A sudden rush, she couldn’t recognize came over her, making her cheeks hot, leaving her unable to move for a brief moment when she stared into his eyes, blue as the aquamarine surf.

A passing seagull’s shrill call broke her gaze, and cleared her mind.  Coming back to her senses, she turned to scramble back to the wooden cart.

She felt a hand wrap around her arm, not harshly, but with enough force to make her stop.  The strange man spun her to face him.

“Who are you?” he asked again in a hoarse voice.

She looked up at the beard and his sun-bronzed cheeks to find his sparkling blue eyes again.  “Dara Rogan,” she answered. Her gaze traveled to the small braids tracing the outline of each side of his head against the rest of his untamed hair.

“Where am I?”
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