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Chapter 1

Eire. 516 A.D.
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The Morrigan came to me today, an old gray crow squatting in the field of stones outside my cave mouth. Behind her, the vast emptiness of the wave-tossed western sea swept the horizon.

“Ossian,” she croaked. “What a poor thing you are, a king of stones and rotting fish.

Your wounds are healed, your father will not rise from the dead, nor will your sisters. Your gods are fading, Ossian, old gods fall before the new, as I will. But not yet, though the followers of the Risen One grow stronger every day.”

Now, it is a poor thing to be mocked by your gods when you have tried to keep faith with them. Where was she when the Corcu Duibne came, my family slaughtered and our village put to fire? I had only the chance to strike one blow before a rider knocked me senseless and left me in the fields for dead. A simple kirtle to cover my nakedness and the serpent ring but all I carried here—here in my solitude these many months by the western sea. 

Firelight danced upon the cave walls as I rose to face her. “Why do you come here to scoff at me now, My Queen? I have nothing, nothing! Why do you come to me now when there is naught more I can do for you?”

“Naught more?” she cackled. “Naught more you can do for me? I expect nothing and need less from you, Ossian, for you not only have nothing, you have become nothing. We had great hopes for you during the short years you stood beside us, but no more. Now you choose to cower within this lowly cave where you endure hunger and shiver from the cold. What a miserable being you’ve become, little man.”

“My Queen, I…”

“Silence!” she shrieked. “You will soon die here in this wretchedness of your own choosing. Oh yes, you will die unless once again you desire to wear the mantle of a man.” Her hoary wings spread wide. “The choice is yours, though the Lordly Ones care little either way.” 

Her wings flapped once as she took flight into the murky, midday sky, and she was soon gone from view. The Lordly Ones little cared whether I lived or died, she had said. In that, they shared my own view of myself. 

I threw myself upon my simple bracken bed as thoughts battled within my head. A thousand times I had prayed to the Lordly Ones that they might direct me from what I had been toward what I might become. A thousand times they ignored my pleas. Now, they sent their goddess, the Morrigan, but to what purpose? To warn me that I faced death? Yes, I might very well die here, and with no thanks due any of the gods for their beneficence. 

It had not always been so for me. Was I not of the Eoghanachts of the Cork region, son of Ciann Mehigan, son of Gicrode? Was I not highly educated and trained in the ways of the Druids? 

Augh! Of what measure were such thoughts, such remembrances when they offered no consolation and merely compounded my torment? Perhaps they weren’t even true. Perhaps an evil fairy planted false memories in my mind as a means to taunt me. Even so, the past came flooding back from a time before the skies grew dark…

* * *

My father sat upon a stone in the Sacred Grove. His face revealed no emotion as he spoke. “Ossian, I received word today through a messenger that my petition to have you placed in the school at Dún Ailinne has been accepted.” 

Boyish excitement flooded through me, though I stood silent, respectful before him. I knew Dún Ailinne well. Had I not accompanied my father there more than once for the annual Beltane celebration? 

High above us, interlacing gnarled branches of towering oaks created a magical bower of dark green foliage. Dappled sunlight illuminated my father as he sat there, an image I had seen countless times. 

The hood of his immaculate white robe framed his face, a sharp contrast against his shoulder-length red hair and carefully groomed beard. He continued. “You have reached twelve years; it is time for your formal education to begin. We may only pray the many lessons I have taught you here within this Sacred Grove will serve you well. Now, I place you in the hands of the Master at Dún Ailinne, who shall further your education that many years from today you may carry the sacred staff of the Druids as I do, and as did my father before me.”

Gentleness flowed from his blue eyes as was often the case when he spoke with me. It was a characteristic he held closely within him, one he rarely, if ever, displayed beyond the intimacy of our immediate family. I knew what he was seeing as I stood there, a boyish image of himself, a rather tall boy, skinny in the way of many lads at that age, my red hair flaming in the sun.

He nodded. “Now, you may speak.”

In my young eyes, my father was the wisest of all men, for he was Druid and chief advisor to King Domhnall. A proper response was expected. It was with the thought of pleasing him that I chose my words. “Thank you, father. I shall endeavor with all my heart and mind to honor you, our family, and our King. If it is the will of the gods, I shall succeed.” 

“Hmm. Yes, I see the truth in it, Ossian, though it is not your heart that I entrust to the Master, only your mind. I know you will do your best, but do not place over much reliance in the Lordly Ones; they can be a capricious lot. Always remember, to be accorded the order of Druid is not a birthright, nor is it founded upon prominence or political favor. You must follow a long, difficult path to wisdom, to at last be measured on your merits alone.”

He rose, gestured for me to follow and we walked from the Grove to our village, Rath Raithleann, a thatch-roofed community of nine hundred souls. Already, news of my selection for the school at Dún Ailinne had swept through the folk there. The men were working their fields, but the women and children greeted my father with great reverence, and to me they offered encouraging smiles and words.

That night following our evening meal within my father’s spacious roundhouse, my sisters Ceara and Aine badgered me with questions. Ceara was two years my elder, with dark hair and eyes. Within a year or two she would catch the eye of her future husband. Where Ceara was dark, Aine, at eight years, was sparkle and light with flashing blue eyes and long auburn hair. 

“Oh Ossian!” Aine chattered. “You are going away to school at Dún Ailinne? Oh how glorious that will be. How I wish I were a boy and could go to school too.” 

“No,” I smiled to her, “you must stay here and learn the ways of women from Fainche. Your fingers are still far too clumsy for the weaving of linen.”

“Humph, that is not true! Well, not very true anyway. Fainche says I am learning quickly. Tell me, when you come home from school, will you teach me the powers of necromancy?”

“Of course I shall do no such thing! You must learn to mind your tongue girl, for you might be overheard. It is dangerous to speak of the dead. Now, be away with you. I have much thinking to do before I leave.”

I could never be angry with Aine. Was she to blame that her birth was ill omened? Our mother died during Aine’s birthing, a family tragedy preordained by the gods. Soon afterwards, our father found Fainche, an older, generously proportioned widow who came to help with our raising. She was a kind woman who saw to our needs with caring hands.

Later, I lay in my bed, my mind busy with thoughts of the school at Dún Ailinne. At some point I drifted off to sleep, and for the first time in many years my mother entered my dreams, her shrouded face a gray shadow against a dark sky. She turned and gestured behind her. In the far distance, spanning the black horizon, the world was on fire…


Chapter 2

Dún Ailinne
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I waited in the stone-paved compound of the school at Dún Ailinne feeling very small, and, for the first time in my young life, all alone. It was the silence I noticed most. Breathless quiet altogether unlike the busy bustle and chatter I had grown up with in my home village.

A few students clad in the brown robes of acolytes strode among glistening white wattle and daub buildings serving as dormitories, classrooms and a dining hall. The students pursued missions I could only imagine. 

Sweat trickled down my face as I stood fidgeting under the hot morning sun. My new rough woolen robe itched, and chafed my skin. In time, my name would be called to climb the tall, grass covered hill before me, the sacred Knockaulin, and at last stand before the Master.

When the sun reached its peak, my turn came and I began the long walk up the earthen pathway to the crest. My head swiveled ’round as goose bumps ran down my body. During past visits I overheard whisperings that in olden times human sacrifice was practiced here. What boy wouldn’t fear the presence of ghosts, the angry shades of the dead ones sacrificed by ancient Druids in foolish rituals? 

At the mid-way point I rested and gazed down on the compound surrounded by the thatched roofs of the school. Beyond a wooded grove, and further on, partially screened by the trees, lay the small village of Kilcullen. Why did the old priest Patrick choose the village so near our sacred Dún Ailinne to build a Christian monastery?

Solitude ruled the shrine at the summit, and I recognized the grand design of it, one that reminded me of ripples created by dropping a pebble into a quiet pool—an outer, perfectly circular earthen wall and within it two deep inner trenches. Blackbirds fluttered, cackled and roosted among numerous heavy wooden posts forming the innermost circle. 

I hesitated, a lump in my throat. The Master dwelt within his small stone sanctuary at the center of the shrine’s universe.

My future would begin here. Upon hearing of my acceptance at the school, King Domhnall had declared a feast of celebration, and my name was raised within all the homes throughout my village. Again, I bowed under the burden of it as I stood there, and again I felt the weight of the gold paid by my father that I might follow in his footsteps.

The polished oak door of the sanctuary loomed before me and I rapped upon it with my knuckles. There was no response. Uncertain of what do, I considered tapping again when a deep voice bade me enter. Upon opening the door, a musty aroma of ancient dust mingled with incense assaulted my nose. My eyes grew accustomed to the candle-lit dimness as I shambled forward, my new soft sandals making swishing sounds as I crossed the stone floor. 

Before me a mighty, fearsome image, the Master posed in an ornate high-backed chair behind a table piled with manuscripts. A full gray beard framing his round face cascaded from his chin to spread across a considerable paunch concealed beneath a Druid’s black and white striped robe. 

Here sat Tóla, his stern, gray eyes holding me in their grasp as he leaned forward to inspect me. “And so, Ossian, your father prepared you well for our school here?”

My teeth gripped my quivering tongue as I bowed and forced myself to murmur, “My father sends his reverent greetings, Master Tóla, and asks you be the judge of it.”

“Humph, yes, of course. Your father was one of my best students, who has since matured into a fine advisor to the King at Rath Raithleann and priest to your people. As for you, we shall measure the scion against the tree.”

My heart skipped at hearing his words. I feared I would look foolish indeed in the eyes of the Master if he were to compare my poor skills against the great knowledge and boundless wisdom of my father.

He leaned back in his chair, and cocked a bushy gray eyebrow. “So tell me. The history of our land is closely held within our oral traditions. As a Druid who merits the right to be called Wise One, you shall be expected to recite Eire’s history from the time of the Great Deluge forward, year by year. Do you know why that is important?”

“My father says what has been will be again. The past offers a window into the future.” 

Gray eyes seemed to bore through me as he leaned forward. “Your father says? What say you?”

It took a moment to swallow a pesky lump forming in my throat before replying. “I say my father is most wise.”

“Hmm. Yes,” he muttered, clasping his hands atop the table. 

The annoying lump returned as he continued. “We still don’t know about your wisdom, do we? Complete this quotation for me if you can. It was the Age of the World, 3303…”

So, the testing of my preparation was to begin immediately. An anxious chill ran through me beneath the fullness of my robe. In the manner learned through my years spent in the Sacred Grove, I closed my eyes and calmed my mind so that a correct response might form. 

It was a straightforward question, for 3303 might well be the most important year in Druidic Irish history. I began, “For thirty-seven years the Firbolgs ruled Eire. It was in this year the Tuatha De Danann arrived and gave battle to them in Connaught. During the battle King Eochaidh of the Firbolgs was slain by the sons of Neimhidh of the Tuatha De Dannans, and the Firbolgs were vanquished and slaughtered.”

“Stop!” The Master held up his hand. “It seems you have a quick mind and gifted memory. However, remember this, for it is very important. When you tell the history of this land, do not simply recite it. Your stories must bring mood and motion to the peoples of the distant past, give your listeners a sense of actually being there.”

“I begin to understand, Master, and shall strive to improve.”

“No, Ossian, you must improve.”

Remaining rigidly erect, I nodded my understanding. Sweat trickled down my spine beneath my robe.

His questioning resumed. “We realize humans descended from trees. Our Tree Calendar speaks to the thirteen phases of the moon. Tell me, what is the significance of the seventh month?”

There was much that could be said in response to his question, but what did he truly wish to know? The wisest course seemed to remain wary, so I offered the only liturgy I knew. “The seventh month is that within which the royal tree, the Oak, rules under the hand of the god, Duir. It is said that its midsummer blooms speak to endurance, strength and triumph. It is further said that it was on the 24th day of the month the Oak-king was sacrificed by fire. The final seven days of the month, which are also the first seven days of the second half of the year, are dedicated to his remembrance, and each year includes a great feast in his honor. There is—”

“Enough!” The Master peered at me, eyes squinting. “You have arrived at Dún Ailinne, but I wonder if you recall the story about the girl for whom this place is named?”

“Yes, Master Tóla, I think so.” I blessed my father’s foresight to prepare me for this question. Again I closed my eyes, thought back and quoted,

Across the snow the wolfpack raced,

Wolves or men still all the same,

Within the rath the he-bear slept,

He lost his cub to the wolves that night.

In Leinster the black shroud unfurled,

Grief unchecked the kingdom wept,

King Lugaid called his voice unheard,

By one, his one and only one.

Ailinne the fair, cheeks roses kissed,

Hair the sun, her eyes the sea,

By love betrothed to Conchobhar,

Noble prince of the Dal Cormaic.

Chaste maiden amid the beasts,

Powerless, most cruelly used,

Faded away and died of shame,

Through her grave an apple tree grew.

Word spread throughout the Leinster realm,

Lugaid, mindless rent his hair,

And wailed throughout the lonely nights,

The last to hear was Conchobhar.

Anguish unquenched the stately prince, 

Chose to accept the dagger’s thrust,

And from the ground an apple tree grew,

Through the grave of Conchobhar.

Among the Chieftains the Apple proffered,

Life eternal for prince and maid,

United as one, Conchobhar and Ailinne,

Forever young at Tír na nÓg.

Tóla’s eyes twinkled as he leaned back with a sigh. “Your father prepared you for that question, did he not?”

At my nod he continued. “Of course. Your father was always the clever one. But yes, that is one version of the story, and the one I prefer. It is the cruelest fate for a young girl to be captured and ravaged by brutal men, don’t you think?”

“Yes, Master,” I replied, although the girl’s fate of which he spoke was held within an old story. I had little interest in it.

“I asked you three questions. In each case your delivery was hesitant, awkward and you omitted many important details. I shall demand much improvement.”

“Of course, Master Tóla,” I replied, greatly relieved that at least for a while his questioning had ended.

“You are one of twenty students desiring to become Druids who were admitted to our school this year. Provided you have the intellect and necessary qualities to be retained, you will be with us for twelve years. Are you prepared to make such a commitment?”

Long I had looked forward to this moment, this very question, and I responded with soft assurance, “Yes, Master.” 

“Good. Here, you will learn mathematics, astrology, medicine, ceremonial doctrine, alchemy, philosophy, culture, arts, nature, divination, the art of war and many more of the scholarly arts. You will learn to read and write in Greek as well as our own Irish Ogham alphabet. Beware, Ossian, few students may enter here, and fewer still succeed to at last stand alongside learned men.”

* * *

The years passed swiftly, and it was during my fourth year at Dún Ailinne, I attended a class meant for bards. The room was crowded. Learning old songs and poetry was important, for they told the rich history of our people. Still, I thought it unjust that the poor performance of those of us studying the art of Druidry was judged equally alongside talented musicians. 

I knew none of the bards, for they tended to remain together and not talk with the rest of us. Unlike those of us clad in our acolyte robes, they wore whatever clothing they chose and cavorted among us like an unruly flock of colorful birds fluttering within a drab, brown sky.

A lecture on the structure of ballads was underway when Master Tóla strode through the door. He muttered to the lecturer, a noted bard himself. 

The Master then turned his frowning face to the class. “Among the one hundred and four students at our school, a dozen of you study to be bards. Important business with one of you brings me here.” He pointed to a student. “Laoidheach. Come forward.”

A youthful bard wearing a radiant yellow tunic and fawn leggings rose and proceeded forward to stand, head bowed, before Master Tóla. He had been at the school only a short while, but appeared to be about my own age of sixteen years. Like me, he was tall and thin, though his shoulder-length hair was golden his features fine, almost feminine. 

The Master rested a hand on the bard’s shoulder. “Young man, you have been here but a few months, and already this is the second time I must reprimand you. The first time I did so privately, but since that did you no good perhaps it will go better if I do so in front of your fellow students. You know this matter of which I speak?”

Laoidheach slumped even lower, and nodded.

“You remind me of another lad known for causing trouble who, as a prank, attempted to steal the harp of the goddess, Aibell. Surely you recall her magical harp, for any human overhearing its music will soon die. The goddess was so infuriated she transformed the troublesome youth into a toad and he was forced to survive upon flies. Fortunately, after a while he came to enjoy the flavor of flies. Do you like flies too, Laoidheach?”

Several class members laughed aloud and I hid a smile behind my hand, as Laoidheach mumbled, “No, Master…um…that is…um…I think not.”

“No?” the Master mused, as he stepped back and eyed the young man up and down. “Hmm. Perhaps another punishment is in order.” He snapped his fingers. “I have it! Beginning tonight, you alone will wash every dish and pot at the dining hall, and you will continue doing so every night for a month. If I encounter more trouble with you, I shall make the assignment permanent. Then again, who knows, Laoidheach? Perhaps you will come to enjoy washing dishes and pots.”

Laughter filled the room, including my own, as a shame-faced Laoidheach returned to his seat. Master Tóla mumbled his apologies to the instructor for disturbing the class, and strode through the door, leaving us laughing.

When the class was dismissed I was in no hurry, and by the time I reached the center of the compound, Laoidheach sat alone under a tree like a lump. The troublesome bard interested me, so I walked over to join him.

“Laoidheach, I am Ossian. May I speak with you?”

He looked up at me from where he was sitting, and shrugged. “Why not? I know you, Ossian, everyone does.”

I settled upon the ground beside him. “You know me?”

“I know who you are. Everyone here speaks of you as though you are the son of the Dagda himself.”

“What manner of foolish talk have you heard? I am a simple student, the same as you.”

“Not the same, I think. Not so simple either and certainly not the troublemaker I am said to be.”

I grinned. “Said to be, Laoidheach? Was the Master wrong then?”

“No, he was not wrong…oh I don’t know, somehow it seems I attract trouble. This time it was a girl, don’t you see. She must have said something.”

“A girl? There are no girls here.”

He rolled his eyes and shook his head. “Of course not here.” His hand gestured toward the grove of trees, indicating the village of Kilcullen beyond. “She lives there. Someone learned of our meeting and spoke to the Master.”

“Your meeting? I suspect it was more than that.”

“Of course it was more than that, but I was not the cause of it. I walked through the village, don’t you see, minding my own affairs when the girl stepped into the doorway of a small shed. She is a lovely thing and gave me a glorious smile…well, when I receive an invitation I know it.”

He was a bold one. “Yes, I see. Then you were not the troublemaker, but merely an innocent victim?”

“That’s right, I am a victim, and there you have the truth of it,” he replied, but I could see the laughter in his eyes.

“Hmm, but the Master said this was your second bit of trouble since you arrived here. Was a girl also involved in your first problem?”

“Ahem, well yes, you see—”

“Stop right there, for yes, I do see. I see a pattern where girls are usually involved in your problems. Am I right?”

A wink accompanied his wicked grin. “You can rely upon it.”

I rolled onto my back and laughed loud. Finally, I regained my breath, sat up and sputtered, “Then I foresee a lifetime of trouble for you. Tell me, Laoidheach, why are you here at Dún Ailinne?” 

He remained quiet for a moment. “My father is a harpist in our village; my mother was a simple peasant girl. Her family was shunned in the village she came from because it was rumored that her mother was a changeling child and daughter of Belimawr.”

What an amazing thing if it was true! To have an actual god in one’s lineage was a virtually unheard of wonder, though ancient legends spoke of such occurrences. “Your grandmother was a changeling, half human-half goddess, and daughter of Belimawr, the fire god himself? Are you sure of it?”

“Sure of it? Now, how can I be certain of such a magical thing though I believe it to be true? It is still often spoken of by those who knew her.”

What manner of lad was he? If what he said was true, how much of the changeling had he inherited from his mother’s line? 

His voice was soft, low and wistful. “My mother, Una of the Bright Hair, they called her, died while I was very young, and I have little memory of her.”

“In that, Laoidheach, we share a common sorrow, for I lost my mother as well.”

“You say so? Hmm, yes, it is a sad thing. Children should learn from the loving sides of their mothers, don’t you think?” He pondered for a moment, and nodded. “Yes, I think children could learn much from their mothers. Oh well, my father is a good man and fine musician. He trained me well, and my songs pleased our local king. So much so, he petitioned the Master here that I might further myself as a bard.”

It was no small thing that he attended the school at the aegis of his king; it spoke well of his talent. And it was no small thing to be pronounced a bard, a man who would be welcomed into any village, a man widely acclaimed for his poetry, songs and music.

The day slipped away. “Laoidheach, I’m sorry, but I must hurry to prepare for another lecture. Can we meet later?”

“Yes…but, wait. Of course! Ossian, I’m meeting two girls tonight. Why don’t you come with me?”

“Oh, no! When you meet girls, you get into trouble. Thank you, but leave me out of it for I have no interest in washing dishes.”

“There will be no trouble. I’ve, uh, that is, they are delightful, agreeable creatures. A flagon of ale waits in the bushes within yon grove of trees, and beyond, a short walk to the village and barn where we’ll meet the girls. Everything is prepared and you can’t say no to it.”

He was right. Then again, what eager lad of sixteen years could say no to it?


Chapter 3

An Acolyte’s Quest
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I woke to the sound of a soft morning rain pattering on the thatched roof of the dormitory. It was there I slept alongside two dozen other students. 

A gray dawn illuminated the windows, and I rose from my blankets. During fair weather, we received lectures under the trees in a manner reminiscent of the days I had spent in the Sacred Grove with my father. But today it was raining and there was little to like at the thought of it. 

“Ossian?” a sleep-laden voice rasped beside me. “Is it rain I hear?”

“Of course it’s rain, Cass, and what else would it be?” 

Cass was one of only four students remaining out of the twenty who entered the school with me only four years earlier. He sat up, stretched and spat on the earthen floor. “So then, you’ll not be lighting your first sacred fire today.”

I grunted my disgust and walked to the open doorway. A tendril of smoke lifted from the chimney of one of the three other longhouses circling the compound. A student dashed toward the privy hut, his acolyte’s robe flapping in the wind. It was a visit I must soon make as well. Aside from the obvious reason, I would freshen myself in a water basin, and the thick plaited braid falling down my back like a red banner required attention.

Cass was correct; today I was to build my first sacred fire. It was a day decreed by Master Tóla, and an honor I had long looked forward to…but now? I had lain awake late into the night before, thinking through each step of the long, difficult ceremony. Perhaps the rain would end, but there was no sign of it.

Cass walked over to stand beside me and stretched a hand outward to catch the rain. “Bah! The Master called upon the goddess Cally Berry to predict the weather for today, and she claimed there would be no rain. I say it is a bad omen. This was to be a special day for you, but now…?” He shook the moisture from his hand as evidence of his thoughts.

“A bad omen? What you say may be true, for the Lordly Ones interfere in men’s lives for their own mysterious purposes. As for Cally Berry, it is well known she often misleads us for her own amusement. Still, do you truly think the gods would bring rain upon this entire region to prevent a mere acolyte from building his first sacred fire? No, they brought it for a far more important purpose, one that will benefit the farmers hereabouts.”

Cass stretched, scratched his belly. “As you say. I’ll not argue it. No, it seems I’m bested every time I try to argue with you. You are overly clever and have a strong mind. Already you are more than a full year ahead in your studies. That is also why you were the first chosen from our remaining group to build his sacred fire.”

The realm of learning captivated me from my very first day at Dún Ailinne, and I eagerly embraced each new opportunity to acquire knowledge. Therefore, it was true I was well ahead in my studies, but I found his comments overstated. “I have no special talents, nor is my mind stronger than yours. My father prepared me well for the school here and the gods have since smiled on me. That is all that separates us.” 

“Hah. You disregard your exceptional abilities, but have it your way.”

There was no cause to discuss it more. Besides, the thought of warm barley cakes in the dining hall now captured my interest. A freshly oiled sealskin cape hung on a peg, so I took it, draped it over my head and scampered across the wet compound toward the privy.

I was almost there when I was stopped by a student of about twenty years named Earnán who I knew only slightly. He wore the red-striped robe of a First Order Druid and served as assistant to Master Tóla. “Ossian, the Master calls for you. He waits in his sanctuary, so you must hurry.”

My stomach growled a disappointed response, but to keep the Master waiting was unthinkable. I hurried to the privy while wondering at the purpose behind the Master’s message. Rain fell in sheets as I picked my way along the slippery, muddy path to the top of Knockaulin.

I rapped on the door of his sanctuary and entered at his beckoning response. Stooped over his table scanning a manuscript, he glanced up to growl, “You’re late! And drop that old cape where you are before you drip water across my floor!”

I did as ordered and walked over to him. Of course, I wasn’t late, but I bowed. “I beg your pardon, Master.”

“Do you know what day this is?”

“Yes, it is the day I was to build my first sacred fire.”

He cocked an eyebrow and growled again, “No! It is the day you shall build your fire.”

Amazement swept through me as rain drummed overhead. 

“Now,” he continued, “you will travel a half-day’s walk due south where you will find a grassy knoll. It is there you will build your fire. You remember the correct mantra?”

“Of course!” Immediately I regretted my mistake and cursed my stupidity at allowing myself to become disconcerted. I bowed low before him. “My apologies for my rudeness, Master Tóla. I intended to say, yes, I know the mantra.”

His eyes blazed. “Is there something more you wish to say?”

“Again please excuse my disrespect, Master. Rain falls in torrents, there will be no dry fuel for a fire. Provided I could find dry wood, there will be no possible way to maintain a blaze on an open hilltop. Perhaps you will consider delaying my mission until a more suitable day?”

“Impossible. There can be no delay. This day was not chosen by me, but by the Lordly Ones. You must go today. Listen carefully; today you must create a fire that burns that which cannot burn.” 

His words passed me as my heart sank, knowing there could be no further appeal or expectation that I might be successful.

He continued, “You realize you will only succeed if a vision comes to you from the gods during the fire ceremony?”

I nodded though his question mattered little. There was no hope for a vision. Unless the rain stopped soon there was no hope of building the fire.

“Do not look so forlorn. Remember the words of Epicurus, ‘The greater the difficulty, the greater the glory in surmounting it.’ Besides, you should feel honored for the gods are testing you. Indeed, I cannot recall the gods challenging an acolyte with a more difficult trial. To succeed you must maintain confidence in yourself, keep your mind clear and apply the knowledge we instilled within you. Now, if there is nothing more you wish to say, it is time you begin.”

* * *

The rain proved unrelenting. Large trees bent before the howling wind, their leaves flying through the air and skittering across the ground. My cape did little good as the driving downpour ran off it in rivulets, and soon I was thoroughly drenched. 

I had begun my walk to the distant grassy mound with a leather bag and foul temper on my shoulder. The impossible task before me weighed heavily, though after a while the Master’s words began to come back and buoyed my spirits a bit. 

“To succeed,” he had told me, “you must maintain confidence in yourself, keep your mind clear and apply the knowledge we instilled in you.” And there was one thing more, a riddle of sorts with words so twisted that only the magical fairy folk could appreciate them. “You must create a fire that burns that which cannot burn.” 

Perhaps my trial was not impossible then. My reasoning continued, perhaps the rain itself was not the problem; perhaps it merely blinded my view of the solution. 

I slowed down my mind as I walked along and called upon what I knew of alchemy. The world was made of four primary elements; air, earth, water and fire. Of fire I knew the least, but I understood that any fire required air, fuel and heat. Water was a fire killer for it suppressed the air around the flame and cooled the fuel. I sloshed on amid an abundance of water.

At last, I came to a tree-lined brook flowing full in the heavy rain. Beyond rose a grassy knoll that I knew for my destination. There was no help for it, so, disgusted, I waded the cold, thigh-deep water and began to cast about under the trees on the far bank for dry wood. I found nothing; even the partially rotten limbs that normally caught fire easily were saturated like a wet sponge.

I continued on to the crest of the hill where my view was obscured by a heavy curtain of gray rain. The wet grass underfoot would do me no good. Nearby were only large stones, a small flock of sheep huddled together in the rain. Again I searched for dry fuel, moss or lichens beneath the rocks that might be protected from the storm. Nothing was there, nothing of use.

I dropped my leather bag to the ground and plopped down beside it in defeat. Within the bag were an iron knife and piece of flint, useful for creating heat to start a fire…if I had dry fuel and could stop the torrential rain. A large clay pot contained magical herbs used in the sacred fire ceremony, now useless lacking a sacred fire. And of course there was no food, for it was dictated that the ceremony be a time of fasting…a silly thing it seemed now.

A sheep bleated, and my tired, drooping eyes were drawn to the small flock. “…burn that which cannot burn.” Bah, as if I could burn a wet sheep. Yet, there was something tugging at my memory, something about the sheep. Sheep provided meat, milk, wool, lanolin…yes, of course, lanolin. Lanolin oil rendered from sheep’s wool—oil that burnt with a bright, hot flame!

My mind went to work as I concentrated on the miserable beasts, and again past alchemy lectures proved helpful—“oil and water are enemies and will never come together.” My hopes surged—lanolin burned in the presence of water! But the wool was on the sheep and the lanolin in the wool…augh!

I tugged the cape closer against the rain, my mind testing and rejecting idea after idea. After sitting for some time I jumped to my feet and roared aloud into the downpour at my own stupidity. It wasn’t my mind that brought an answer, it was my nose! The old cape clasped about me all day was freshly saturated with lanolin oil. 

It took time and work to complete the details, but I was there to conduct a sacred ceremony, not measure time. At last though a fire no larger than a sparrow burned within the clay pot beneath the protection of what remained of the cape after I had scraped the lanolin from it. The ritual must begin immediately, and I swallowed my boyish pride for having solved the Master’s riddle. The sputtering flame would be a fleeting thing, so I sat cross-legged beside my fire and chanted aloud the ritual’s opening mantra,

O Gods of my fathers, 

O Mighty Lords of the Sidhe,

Defenders of Ancient Mysteries, 

Purveyors of the Everlasting.

See this poor mortal,

See his unworthy fire of admiration,

And take pity upon him,

Hear his undeserving plea.

The ritual went on, time passed, darkness fell, and with it continuing rain. My tiny flame spit, sizzled and flickered but continued to burn valiantly, keeping the lengthy ceremony alive. 

During the lateness of the night a vision came, a motionless painting in colorful, remarkable detail hovering in the air before me. There comes a point where weary eyes see though the mind refuses to serve its purpose. I forced myself to concentrate on the image, to press it within the folds of my memory for later study. 

The ritual ended with the coming of the vision, and I muttered the prescribed closing, thanking the gods for it. Then, as though by magic, the rain stopped, the clouds cleared and stars bejeweled the night sky. I staggered to my feet and gathered my few belongings. Polaris sparkled high above to show me the way, and I began the long, mindless, muddy trek back to my bed at Dún Ailinne.

* * *

I awoke in my dormitory with sunlight streaming through the windows. Someone was shaking my foot. It was Earnán.

“Ossian, wake up. The Master calls for you.”

A groan escaped me as I sat up, and he smiled as he handed me two barley cakes. “The kitchen is long closed for the morning. I thought you might like these before climbing the hill.”

It was a kind act, and I thanked him for it before he left the empty dormitory. My robe was still damp and mud spattered. I donned it in disgust. The barley cakes were delicious, and I devoured them as I began a slow ascent up Knockaulin.

Upon my arrival, the Master was seated behind his table.

He cocked an eyebrow. “You built your fire?”

“Yes, Master Tóla. I burned that which cannot burn.”

“And that was?”

“A wet sheep.”

Humor glinted in his eyes, a currency he spent sparingly, as he nodded. “Lanolin. Yes, I hoped you would discover that solution. Now tell me, there was a vision?”

“Yes, Master, a vision came and I saw it clearly, but found no meaning in it. Within the vision were twin white sails upon a large curragh far at sea.”

“Twin sails on one of our Irish boats, you say?” He frowned in thought, and shook his head, bewildered. “It seems a small thing.” 

“There was more. Centered on the sails was a large red cross, the cross of the Christians.”

His questioning eyes stared into mine for a long moment before he asked, “Were you aboard the boat?”

“I don’t know…that is, I’m not sure. The vision was so very plain, yet the gods’ message behind it, if there was one, altogether obscure. Can you see the importance of it?”

He continued staring into my eyes; did I detect doubt or even accusation in his? If so, why? I saw no reason for it.

Finally, he shook his head. “No, but I am troubled by the symbolism. You have learned many Christian ways and beliefs in your religious studies. Perhaps that is all there is behind it.” He sighed and relaxed in his chair. “One thing I promise you, Ossian. The vision sent you by the Lordly Ones, vague though it may be as to its true meaning, foretold a significant event. Someday, somewhere, you will see that boat again, and when you do you will face the greatest decision of your life.” 


Chapter 4

The Darkening
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Laoidheach sat with his back against the bole of a tree idly strumming a lyre, his long legs stretched before him. A promising, straggling goatee sprouted from his chin. 

I lazed in the grass nearby, my mind as idle as his fingers. I sat up, yawned, stretched and uttered an equally idle thought. “Are you aware we’ve known one another for four years?”

He didn’t look up. “No.”

“And do you realize we’ve wasted much of our time together on shameful adventures among the maidens in Kilcullen?”

His fingers strummed a peaceful chord. “Not so much, I’m thinking. Kilcullen is a small village.”

My mind continued to wander. “Hmm. Eight years gone and now four more.”

“What’s that?”

“Nothing. I was merely reflecting on the years I’ve spent here and those that remain.”

He finally glanced up. “I’ve been here four with two long years yet to go.”

“Why ‘long’ years?”

“Alas, there are no more mysteries to solve in Kilcullen.”

“Augh!”

He struck a discordant key, and grinned. “Now to more important things. There is to be a songfest tomorrow night, will you be coming?”

“Perhaps. The Master has acquired a new book at great cost. It’s titled ‘Elements,’ and written by the famous old Greek mathematician, Euclid. We are studying his teachings on geometry. Learning his formulas is difficult and takes much time.”

“Euclid? Geometry? I’ve never heard of them. Bards have no need to know such things.”

Nothing my friend said surprised me anymore. “Geometry is an ancient mathematical form though Euclid extended its use. We are learning much more of it through his book. He was a great man, often cited by Archimedes himself.”

“Archimedes? I’ve not heard of him either, but back to the songfest. You must come! Treasa, Dáirine and other girls will be there.”

His mention of the girls raised my interest. “You will be singing, then?”

“Aye, I will be singing my new song, a ballad honoring the goddess Fachea the patron goddess of we bards. That is…ow!” He clasped a hand to his eye.

“What is it?”

“Some bloody tiny thing flew into my eye. It is nothing.”

I happened to glance at the sleeve of my robe and saw it speckled with tiny gray dots. They disappeared when I rubbed them with my finger. “Ah, it’s merely ash. The wind is blowing the cooking smoke toward us.”

The sun dimmed overhead. Laoidheach glanced up and his mouth fell open as he gaped and pointed behind me. “Ossian! What is that?!”

I turned to look. Overhead, a thin haze shaded the sky light gray, but to the west lightning flashed across a towering, enormous black mass.

* * *

Master Tóla stood atop Knockaulin, his commanding gaze capturing the students grouped before him. Behind him a great sacral fire roared in the darkness, sending flaming brands skyward. 

The Master uncrossed his arms, raised his hands palms outward and began. “Yesterday, a mysterious darkness fell across the land, and with it, darkness entered the hearts of men. Fear clutches the minds of all, as it does your own, for fear is the son of ignorance and ignorance the daughter of blindness. The immense fire behind me offers light in the darkness, not a light by which we might simply see but a light of knowledge, a light by which we might understand what lies behind the darkness itself. Now listen all, listen that you might learn, listen to the message brought by the great sacral fire, hear the words of the Dagda!”

A murmur swept the assembled group. The Dagda! Master Tóla had spoken with the High God of the Tuatha De Danann themselves, the Dagda, Lord of Perfect Knowledge. 

Tóla’s raised hands closed to form fists, and quieted the crowd. “Now hear you all and praise the song of the Dagda,”

So, the earth revolves,

and night turns to day.

By the hand of Belenos, the sun gleams,

and once again brings life to the Tree.

The bole of the Tree stands steadfast,

resisting all forces for all time.

Branches spread outward from the Tree,

from its branches all living things hold fast.

Mother Earth shudders,

the cauldron within her boils.

A pustule forms and ruptures,

cauldron smoke fills the skies.

So, the earth revolves,

but night remains night.

The sun, at the hand of Belenos does not return,

there is no life within the Tree.

The bole of the Tree stands steadfast,

resisting all forces for all time.

Branches spread outward from the Tree,

from its branches all living things fall.

Light within darkness,

from within the rath of the Sidhe.

Light where there is no light,

light where darkness prevails.

So, the earth revolves,

three times three darkness rules.

The sun, at the hand of Belenos returns,

bringing new life within the Tree.

The bole of the Tree stands steadfast,

resisting all forces for all time.

Fifth of seven chieftains,

from its branches all living things reborn.

* * *

A line of torches snaked down the side of Knockaulin as students returned to their dormitories. Someone jostled me in the darkness. It was Laoidheach.

“So Ossian,” he whispered, “tell me. What was it the Master was saying?”

“He spoke of the darkness,” I muttered, “and repeated the words of the Dagda. You heard him.”

“Yes, I heard him, but what was he, or the Dagda, saying?”

“Don’t you know?” My feet were feeling their way in the flickering torchlight, down the steep, narrow trail. “You are a bard and should understand such a song.”

“Yes, I am a bard trained to sing such things. That doesn’t mean I always understand them, for the gods often test us with their ridiculous riddles.”

I almost laughed, but the solemn events on the hill dictated otherwise. “Very well then, the Dagda was saying the earth rotates, and the sun—”

“Yes, yes, I know. Without the sun everything dies. Go on.”

“The Dagda further spoke of a Tree, meaning the Tree of Life where the bole is the never changing center of the universe.”

“I knew that too.”

“Somewhere Mother Earth has ruptured spewing smoke and ash into the sky. That is the cause of the darkness.”

Laoidheach grunted. “Oh. I see. What was meant by the light in rath of the Sidhe, and something about three times three and the fifth chieftain?”

“The light from within the rath of the Sidhe represents the Light of All Knowledge, meaning the Lordly Ones understand everything. I confess three times three meant nothing to me until the mention of the fifth chieftain. You see, there are seven chieftain trees, ash being the fifth. So, the meaning is…”

“Nine months!” he gasped. “The Dagda was saying we face nine months of darkness!”

“Yes, I’m afraid so.”

“May the gods have pity upon this land.”

* * *

A fortnight passed, anxious days of unrelenting darkness. Word came that I had been called for an audience with Master Tóla, so I climbed the path up Knockaulin. The immense sacral fire now burned incessantly and cast an eerie glow to guide my way. 

I rapped upon the door of the Master’s sanctuary and entered upon hearing his muffled response. He was seated in his customary position though his eyes betrayed the weariness within him. That he spent his days in constant prayer and divination with the gods, we all knew, though I would not have the temerity to speak of it. 

He nodded. “King Túathal Máelgarb has called a synod at Tara to discuss the darkness. He commands that leading Druids and Christian priests from across Eire attend. Your father and I will be among them. Each of us may bring one aide and Earnán will be siding me. Your father sent word and requested that you serve in that capacity alongside him.”

I wanted to shout and leap into the air, but remained properly silent, my face calm. It was an amazing thing. Together with my father, I was going to Tara, the Royal seat of the High King of all Eire, Túathal Máelgarb himself. 

The Master reached beside him and handed me a neatly folded red and white striped bundle. “You will wear this, the robe of a First Order Druid. Here, take it.”

My hand trembled though I knew there must be a mistake as I accepted the robe. “But Master Tóla, I am merely an acolyte. At the very least it requires ten years of study to attain the First Order, while I have but eight.”

A tired smile filled his eyes. “Not always. You are still a student here, but as of now no longer an acolyte. Yes, commonly the red robe requires ten years of study though it seems we have a special situation. It would be unseemly for your father, a Third Order Druid, to arrive at the synod with a simple acolyte as his aide. No, a man of his importance who himself shall in a few years be awarded the highest rank of Master Druid merits at least a First Order assistant.”

I hugged the bundle to my chest, trying to grasp what was happening. “But…”

“Listen to me, Ossian. You are more than a year ahead in your studies here and show even greater promise. Yes, as Master of the school at Dún Ailinne, in my judgment you have rightly earned your new title in only eight years. I had already determined to bestow this honor upon you but the current circumstances require that I do so now in this ill-timed, informal manner. I have already signed the formal decree, and it will be sent to King mac Dúnlainge and sealed in the Royal Court records of Leinster.”

For an acolyte of only twenty years of age to receive this high honor was unheard of, and I stood there like a statue, humbled, unable to form an appropriate response other than to whisper, “Thank you, Master Tóla.”

“Humph, yes, of course. As you know, promotion to the First Order should be accompanied by a prescribed ritual in front of your peers followed by a festival and feast in your honor. Unfortunately, we leave in three days so your ceremony must be delayed until after we return from Tara. Meanwhile, wear this robe, Wise One. Upon this occasion and henceforth, conduct yourself as a Druid.”


Chapter 5

Tara
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“Ossian. You wear the First Order robe?” My father sat astride a tall horse in the center of the compound surrounded by a group of mounted, grim-faced warriors. Bronze armor glinted in the torchlight, every warrior heavily armed. 

I hid my pleasure behind a humble shrug. “Yes. Master Tóla bestowed the honor upon me just three days past.”

Pride flared in his eyes and he gave me a curt nod. “Come then, Druid. We must hurry! You are ready to leave?”

I walked closer. “Yes father, of course. I need only get my bag.” I gestured toward the warriors. “You have need of this large escort?”

“These are dangerous times. People are terrified by this darkness and many aren’t thinking clearly. Travelers are now at risk from far more than common bandits. King Domhnall insisted upon me traveling with these twenty men. Have you seen Master Tóla?”

“Yes. I’m sure he is aware of your arrival and will be here soon.” 

“Very good. Hurry now…get your bag that we might leave right away.” 

* * *

Midday torchlight flared and reflected off our warriors’ armor as our calvacade rode through the gate of the wooden palisade surrounding the stone palace of the High King. Horses’ hooves echoed as we crossed the cobblestone courtyard. 

The four of us, Master Tóla and his aide Earnán as well as my father and I, dismounted and entered the foyer of the palace. Immediately we were met and ushered into the throneroom, where the four us knelt in a row before King Túathal Máelgarb, High King of Eire, descendent of Niall of the Nine Hostages.

Acrid smoke burned my eyes and nose, emanating from four flaming torches that lit the large, almost barren room. It is a sad day when you eagerly expect to find glitter only to discover dust instead. I sighed at the disappointment of it.

The King slouched in his heavy oak chair as we knelt before him on the cold stone floor. On his right stood an ancient bearded Druid, stooped and leaning on his staff, a Slatnan Druidheacht. A tonsured, stone-faced Christian priest stood on the King’s left, garbed in what I knew to be a bishop’s scarlet robe. 

The King himself proved my second disappointment, a burly, most un-kingly, coarse-featured man. The broad golden band encircling his head spoke to his inheritance of power while his grease-streaked beard and dark, unkempt hair falling loosely to his shoulders questioned the purity of his royal bloodline. A common linen kirtle encasing his large girth ended at hairy knees; leather boots sheathed his feet and calves. 

He stared at us through drooping eyelids as if with little interest. Finally, he acknowledged our presence. “So, Tóla, you bring news of the darkness?”

“Yes, Your Highness, that and a message from King Illan mac Dúnlainge of Leinster.” Master Tóla removed a scroll from the loose-fitting sleeve of his robe and offered it to the King.

King Máelgarb leaned forward, took it from the Master’s hand and passed it to the ancient Druid. He was not finished with the Master. “Tell me for truth, Tóla. Is it true King mac Dúnlainge has already sealed his borders?”

“I do not think so, Your Highness, for we met no guards along the trail on our travel here. With your permission, allow me to introduce Ciann Mehigan of Rath Raithleann, Druid to King Domnhall. Perhaps he can speak to your question.” 

The King’s eyes turned to my father. “And so, Druid, I have heard your name though we have not met. What say you? Were you detained upon entering Leinster?”

My father bowed. “No, Your Highness. We encountered no men of Leinster on our journey to Dún Ailinne.”

“The rumor is not true then.” The King clapped his hands and smirked. “Of course…hah, I knew it for a dirty lie when first I heard it. King mac Dúnlainge is not a man who panics because of a little darkness.”

King Máelgarb squirmed and settled back in his chair as his eyes swept us. “However, unrest already stirs among all the tribes. Without the sun crops will fail, people will face starvation and the resulting turmoil will inevitably spark war! A war over food! A war for survival! I look to you to put an end to the darkness before such terrible things occur.” He turned and nodded to the Druid beside him.

The old man stepped forward. “The synod will not take place here, but upon the ancient sacred heights of Tlachtga, a short ride away. Go there, for preparations have already been made for your arrival. Two days hence we shall join together to offer prayers during a Great Fire Festival dedicated to Belenos and thereby assure that the power behind this darkness shall be overcome.”

* * *

“Why was the Christian priest standing at the side of King Máelgarb?”

My father sat cross-legged on the ground beside me atop the hill named Tlachtga. Above us stretched a small, striped canopy. Nearby, other groups camped, while about us torches held back the darkness. 

He waved his hands and wrinkled his nose. “Augh! Who is cooking that vile-smelling meal? By the priest you mean the bishop?”

At my nod, he continued. “The King sent us a message by the bishop’s presence. He intended that we know his power extends beyond our faith and now encompasses that of the Christians as well.”

“It’s little I know of the Christians though I have a learned a bit about them in my religious studies.”

My father glanced around, leaned closer to me and spoke quietly. “I do not want this overheard. Even Master Tóla has friends among the Christian priests. Kindly man that he is, he disagrees with my intolerance of them. You must always remember Christians arrived in Eire for the sole purpose of capturing the minds of all our people.” He waved a dismissive hand. “Their priests are like lepers and spoil all they touch.”

This was a side of my father I had not seen before, and his words washed over me like a cold rain. “Christians have been here but a short time. How is it they have gained such influence with the King?”

“Their priests speak loud and well. They gather about them the disgruntled, the disenfranchised, those who stand to gain the most by radical change. Regrettably, there are many such and the Christians have gained a large following. Most importantly, the Christians speak with the power of Rome at their backs. The King would be foolish to ignore them.”

Despite eight years of confinement within an atmosphere solely dedicated to learning it came as a shock that I knew so little of Eire’s political state. Still, I knew much of Rome and that its power was fading. “I see. Yes, but the Romans withdrew from Pictland more than one hundred years ago—”

“True, but Rome is still a power that must not be trifled with,” he interrupted, “and their priests wield it to their advantage. Just think of it. Before his death their great priest, the one they reverently call Saint Patrick, had the audacity to banish all Druids from Eire. Though of course he had no authority to do so, consider the impertinence of even suggesting such an unheard of thing.”

My father’s critical views of the Christians differed from those I had studied and I was eager to hear his words. “I know little of Patrick. All their priests agree with his decree to cast us out of Eire?”

“Yes, though perhaps to a greater or lesser degree. Some revile us openly and claim our sacred symbol of the serpent represents evil spawned by a demonic spirit they call Satan who lives in the depths of the earth. As for those priests who remain silent on the matter, perhaps it is they who pose the greater threat to us, for silence can be mistaken for temperance and reason.”

“But that makes no sense. They have their religion while we have ours. Why should they care about us?”

“By the teachings of their faith, Christians are obliged to bring all men to their one god. They will not have succeeded as long as one person, one soul still belongs to the Lordly Ones. Ridding Eire of all Druids simply makes their mission that much easier, don’t you see?”

My stomach knotted as my father concluded, “My concern, and one I’ve shared with Master Tóla, is not knowing the lengths the Christians are willing to go to in order to be rid of us.” 

“They are our enemies, then?”

“They most certainly see us as theirs. So…” He stopped speaking as the Master himself stepped under the canopy to join us. 

I sat quietly, uneasily reviewing my father’s remarkable words as he and Master Tóla began to discuss the synod that was to begin the following morning.

* * *

O Heavenly Father,

O King of Kings,

O Lord of Hosts,

O Creator of All.

With upturned faces we look to You,

With lips of love we speak to You,

With eyes aglow, we worship You,

With ears attuned, we hear You.

We ask Your many blessings upon all assembled here,

We pray mercy for all who suffer within this darkness,

We pray for enlightenment for those who resist Your call,

We pray that they might see through Your darkness and find You.

We pray all these things in Your Name,

O Lord of Mysteries,

We pray that you might consider them in Your Grace.

In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost,

Amen

The Christian bishop, the same man who stood beside King Máelgarb’s chair in his chambers, ended his prayer and stared at us, sixty-six unmoving and unmoved Druids from villages throughout all the territories of Eire. A nearby group of Christian priests and monks who honored his prayer raised their heads. 

He ignored his fellow Christians. With his hands clasped behind his back, he began pacing back and forth beneath the great white canopy that covered us all. From time to time he cast glances in our direction as we sat cross-legged on the ground before him.

Off to one side the High King slouched in his chair, perhaps interested though unengaged in the proceedings. The bishop bowed toward him and then faced us. “King Túathal Máelgarb, may the Blood of Christ protect him, bade us arrive here to discuss and overcome the darkness that envelops this land. For two days I have heard the views of the learned Druids who spoke to us.”

Eyes sad, his face long, he shook his head. “Yes, I heard their views though by God’s Eternal Truth I must tell you that I do not hold with them. Now our King demands that I express my own beliefs, those of my church, and in my own poor way, relate to all the Word of God.”

He stood erect, his flashing eyes sweeping us, his voice bold. “We seek the cause of this everlasting night and I say to you, for I know it to be true, there can be no cause other than it has befallen us by the Mighty Hand of God Himself!”

He paused to allow the import of his words to rest upon our minds, though the import, if such there was, had no effect on me. I already knew Mother Earth brought on the darkness, but was interested to see where the bishop would take his argument. He did not disappoint me for he began right away. 

“Permit me to tell you a story.” He reached to a large book lying upon a table and lifted it above his head for all to see. “It is a story written within this Holy Book of Scriptures, words written by God’s Own Hand.” 

The bishop cleared his throat, placed the book back on the table and began pacing again. “I speak to you of an ancient time, the place…Egypt. There, Pharaoh, King of all Egypt, ruled with an iron fist. He held in bondage the Hebrew people, the people of the Book of Exodus. Among the Hebrews was a man named Moses, a prophet of the Almighty Himself. Moses came before Pharaoh, saying, ‘Lest you set my people free, God’s judgment will fall upon you and all Egypt.’ Pharaoh refused and there ensued a series of ten deadly plagues, God’s reprisal of which Moses foretold.” 

I listened intently for, of course, it is true that Druids loved a good story. No doubt, the bishop would link the story of Pharaoh to the darkness, and I was curious to see how he did so.

“God’s vengeance,” the bishop repeated it for emphasis, “God’s vengeance descended upon Pharaoh and all his people.” 
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