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Another of the king’s chief men signified his agreement with this prudent argument, and went on to say: ‘Your Majesty, when we compare the present life of man on earth with that time of which we have no knowledge, it seems to me like the swift flight of a single sparrow through the banqueting-hall where you are sitting at dinner on a winter’s day with your thegns and counsellors. In the midst there is a comforting fire to warm the hall; outside, the storms of winter rain or snow are raging. This sparrow flies swiftly in through one door of the hall, and out through another. While he is inside, he is safe from the winter storms; but after a few moments of comfort, he vanishes from sight into the wintry world from which he came. Even so, man appears on earth for a little while; but of what went before this life or of what follows, we know nothing. Therefore, if this new teaching has brought any more certain knowledge, it seems only right that we should follow it.’



Bede, A History of the English Church and People

Book II, Chapter 13


PROLOGUE

A.D. 647

He went up the mountain as God had commanded and it was there that the miracle happened.

Though only half the way through Lent, Donal felt that his fasting had already turned into starving.

The rocks, almost white under the clear, late-winter sun, glinted marble and granite. He tacked around them carefully to avoid scraping his bare shanks. The wasting monk went slowly, weakly, bowed with hunger and the burden of sin from three score years. The devils gave him no rest.

‘Unto thee will I cry, O Lord my Rock. Be not silent to me, lest, if Thou be silent to me, I become like them that go down into the pit.’ First he mumbled the words of the psalm in his heavily accented Latin and then he spoke them more firmly. Finally, growing fearful of the silence about him, he called them out. As he did so he stood still and surveyed the stony landscape as barren, he believed, as any wilderness in Israel. ‘Save thy people and bless thine inheritance,’ he spoke the last verse desperately. ‘Feed them also and lift them up for ever.’ Feed them. Feed me. If an eagle came now with cooked meat in its beak to drop into my mouth, as happened to St Brendan, would I eat? God help me, God forgive me, I would.

It was not a high mountain, few were in that part of the world, but his weakness made a cliff of every incline. He wanted to scratch the skin from his belly to distract that greedy sinful part of him from its malevolent aches and cries for food. The devils were in his belly, champing on his guts, screaming for meat.

Donal thought, as slowly he steered himself higher, of the heavenly feast with the angels which was promised God’s chosen. Every sort of meat, game, beer, mead, bread. Just bread would do, a mouth blessed with fresh bread and then milk to soak it and pulp it and ease it down to that craving craven belly. The munch of fresh bread: for a moment the recollection of its smothering fragrance threatened to overwhelm him.

He rubbed the sweat from his brow on to his lips. They were parched and he could hear no sound of water. His legs were in pain: across his chest was a force clamped like a succubus.

It was a mistake to stop, even to pause. His devils raced into his resting mind, tempting him not only with food and drink but with the sins of the flesh he had never wholly conquered: of lust and envy. ‘Unto thee will I cry, O Lord my Rock.’

He was near to sobbing, a frail old man, straggle-grey-haired, in commonest monk’s robes, tattered and dirty, legs half numb but used to raw weather. He would never be rid of his sins, he thought. He would never sit at the right hand of God. Was it really God or the Devil himself who had sent him away from the household and up this bitter trackless mountain?

A picture of Christ in the wilderness went through his mind. The devil had urged Him to take all He saw before Him... Donal put his hands over his eyes – had he seen Christ accept what the devil offered? That would never be forgiven; not by all the interventions of all the saints.

Suddenly he was at the top of the mountain and before him was a large rock slanted from the ground in such a way as to make a shelter from the rising wind. Donal lay there and trembled. All his limbs felt pinched and cramped. In this awesome and unvisited place, he felt at the edge of the world.

What worth was he? How could he be certain that the pit would not claim him and the fires and smokes of hell consume him for ever more? He plucked a stalk of the tough grass and sucked on it for the water. But was there not food in the grass? And was this not breaking his most holy promised fast, promised not only to Christ but to the memory of St Columbanus? Oh, it was all the devil’s work. What hope had he, an insignificant creature on the outer edge of God’s understanding, to expect the grace of a miracle? Why had he listened to a dream? What soil of sin was that? What a fool to let the devil tempt him into such vanity. Donal whimpered on helplessly, cold now and giddy with emptiness.

His poor thoughts scattered across his past as patternless as a handful of pebbles thrown carelessly into a lake. His mother had soothed his childhood sobbing with a song charmed by gods he had made her abandon. The Devil sent the song into his ear now, lulling and poisoning a spirit enfeebled by vanity. His mother had died unhappy with her new God, her son’s God. She longed for the old ways. Donal put his hands over his ears but he could not keep her pagan song away. His will could not prevent sensual excitement gripping his flesh. He wanted to cry out as Christ had cried out on the cross but how could he dare? Merely a life spent in humblest obedience, how could he dare? Oh, little vain unworthy slave.

When he woke the sun was hot on his face. His limbs no longer ached. His belly felt full. There was a soft, warm entrancement in his mind.

She came towards him with the sun behind her, her robe ice-white streamered with gold, around her neck a golden torque, golden armlets along her white arms and, encircling her head, a ring of fine twisted white gold from which her black hair flowed down to her waist. In her hand before her she held what had looked at first like a small cross but, as she came closer, Donal saw it was simply a fragment of wood glistening in the sun.

‘Donal,’ she said, and the word of his name moved his spirit with a longing so deep that his eyes sparkled with tears. Her tone so silvery soft dispersed all his fears. ‘Listen to me. Listen to every word and repeat none. See all that I am and tell none. Do all the things I say and question none. This—’ she held forward the fragment of wood and Donal felt pushed back, as if a force were propelling him away ‘—this is the greatest treasure on earth. This is from the cross on which Our Lord suffered and on which He died before His glorious resurrection and ascent into heaven. God seeks out the humblest,’ she smiled again and once more tears surged into Donal’s eyes ‘and sometimes those who think themselves wholly unworthy. But He sees into the soul of those whose struggle is hard and whose rewards are meagre, whose fears are so terrible and whose salvation they fear for ever in doubt. These are also true servants, Donal. These are God’s secret messengers, unsuspected because so unassuming.’ She held out the fragment. ‘You are one of these.

‘This is for you. It is for you to pass on. When you leave this mountain you will see a young girl, a virgin, a child. There will come a time when she will have great use for this gift of God. Its meaning will be revealed as her life lengthens. When I go you will find it beside your right hand. Take it up.’ Once more she smiled and Donal’s arms reached out to her, but she was gone.

He began to shiver. The sun fled from his face and seemed to flee from the sky itself as the clouds bundled across the lower heaven, lead-grey and turbulent. His limbs shook as if he were in a fit. He stood up and tried to slap and stamp himself warm. He remembered her final instruction and collapsed on to his knees and scrambled for the divine gift. Yes, there it was, lodged beside a small glittering marbled rock. No longer than his thumb, no wider than his smallest finger. ‘Take it up,’ she had said. ‘Take it up.’ His courage failed and then the memory of her smile fortified him. He held it in the palm of his hand, unable to think or act at all.

Eventually, after putting down the fragment, with difficulty Donal tore a square from the hem of his coarse habit. He reached out to regain it. His hand hovered and of its own volition made the sign of the cross. When he picked up the fragment, a burn of ice went through his body. He wrapped it up with all the care he could summon, reciting the psalm of David which had helped him up the mountain.

Hunger was gone. Thirst gone. All fear gone. He strode down towards the household, oblivious of the pellets of hail which his devils spitefully hurled on him. No devil could stop a miracle! They hurtled around him in vain. Donal moved quickly so that his heart would not burst. For if he paused at all, he knew that he would be overcome by the joy of the gift given him, he was certain, by the Mother of the Son of Almighty God. No, he would not talk of it. No, he would not mention Her. Yes, he would be humble dumb which was why he had been chosen.

But it had happened! And to him! To Donal, to the most unworthy and insignificant of the brothers and sisters in Christ. In this remotest of spots, he had been granted a Visitation, and he had proof. He chanted the Magnificat and came down the last fall of the slope like a deer. Her smile would be with him until his earthly death.

The little girl was at the gate of the compound, a distaff in her hand which looked too big for her, but which she handled skilfully. She was no more than six years old. Her thick, untidy, deep-red hair, uncut, scrambled down her back and all but obscured the rather tight, dark decisive face with the disturbingly pale blue eyes. Her large wolfhound – big enough for her to treat as a pony – snarled viciously but the little girl lightly slapped its jaws and silenced it. She was Bega, daughter of Cathal, princess of the household.

Donal put his hand tight around the cloth which bound the fragment and walked towards her, full of the power of God. In all the slaughter and plague, in all the famine and murders of this world, Bega, with your name which sounds like the giver of the honey of life, in all the torments which may come to you, God will be with you. Christ will be with you. He feared she might have second sight and charged himself not to let his guard drop. To give to Bega the fragment of the True Cross at the right time was now his mission on earth.

She smiled at grim-faced old Donal and let him take her hand and lead her through the gate.


BOOK ONE

CONNACHTA,

WESTERN GALWAY,

IRELAND

A.D. 657


CHAPTER ONE

Was this what a soul felt like, she wondered, as it sped from the body? The sense of speed shot through her like a streak of fear. There was no steady state of heaven, only a racing army of puff-white clouds; no earth, but the fathomless ocean pulsing no more than the thickness of an ox’s skin beneath her.

The wind that came out of this great sea which went to the ends of the earth, the wind that came from the resting place of the night sun and the edge of creation itself, roared and slapped into their single square sail. It lifted the slight wicker-framed boat to the tops of the long waves, hurling them towards the shore.

If saints felt like this, Bega thought, then that might be a good reason for seeking out their arduous path. Cathleen, her childhood teacher, had often urged her to do this, and even Donal had hinted at it several times. But it was all much more simple than that, she reflected, as she held the side of the boat, the oars safely in, Congal the fisherman securely at the steering oar: it was something that made you want to sing in your eyes and your heart as well as in your throat and mouth. When white clouds broke, the winter sun hit the water, making the white crests glitter. It plumbed the ocean for deeper blues and greens. In this new world, Bega searched for the word to describe the agony of pleasure this speed, this ocean which faced the sunset, this great God of a wind gave her. Freedom. Yes, freedom. She smiled softly to herself: that was the truth of her feeling, the secret joy which possessed her so completely and made her helpless in its grip. It was her first time at sea.

Padric stood beside the mast, clasping it with one hand, ignoring the constraining looks of Congal. What force this fragile small boat had when combined with the powers through which God governed the world, he thought. This little boat, which could be carried by two and could carry six and now carried half that number plus a few glistering fish, still squirming for life in the bottom, slithering silver. This tiny craft multiplied by a hundred, a thousand, could fling an army on to an enemy shore so rapidly and so powerfully that the men would leap off and go into battle like giants. This is how the Germanic Tribes had fallen on his home country, Britain, Padric reflected.

As he stood full in the power of the boat’s speed, he could imagine again – as so often haunted him – those pagan warriors skim from the eastern seas on to the long white strands of Northumbria which now they called their own and on across to Rheged on the Western shore where the last of the Britons, his father’s people, Arthur’s people, were now threatened with extinction.

Padric dreamed of defeating them, and of claiming back the whole of the island for those to whom it rightfully belonged. But his father had felt that he needed the strength of true Christianity and scholarship such as could now be found only in Ireland. He had lived there for some time and counted among his tasks the education of Princess Bega.

Now it was time to go home. He wanted to start the battle to restore the kingdom of Rheged which had existed before the Romans. The desire had been growing. In the sting of salt and the bucking of the ox-skin sealed boat as it flew for the shore, the force outside himself fired an equal force within himself and he felt sure.

The invaders would be thrown back. He, Padric of Rheged, would drive them back across the sea which had brought them unwelcome to seize a land not their own.

He turned and smiled at Bega, but her eyes were closed and he had to shout out her name to claim her attention. For a moment he caught the compelling image of this strong-featured young – woman, dark face upturned, calmly blissful, hair wild as the waves, lean body braced against the speed, spellbound, utterly unlike the childish mischief, the tease who had tagged his last two years. Padric was surprised to find her beautiful. He held out his hand.

Bega looked at Congal – could she stand? He shook his head but smiled. Padric stood above her, slim, even spare, lighter than her brothers, but taller, with long hair much redder than her own and almost as wild. Both were Celts, he British, she of the Irish strain. A sadness in repose lay within both of them as if they sensed that time was shortening for that ancient race.

He held out his hand once more and gave her a look which dared her and which he knew she would never refuse. Wedging her feet on the bottom of the hurtling boat she collected herself and then stood, swayed, and was all but flung overboard. The water and the sky seemed one, a shaft of hot sunlight blinded her eyes. Padric appeared dizzily through a tremble of mist. She reached out and was clasped by him, as he leaned to take her by the waist and haul her towards him, making her safe. He held her hand longer and more tightly than necessary and to her surprise she did not object. They stood together as the sea made its final rush for the shore and Congal steered them to a sandy sliver which took the boat as easily as a shell takes an oyster.

As they carried the boat up the wide deserted beach beyond the high tide mark, Bega saw at some distance old Donal hobbling towards them and prayed for forbearance. She wanted to hold on to this new exhilaration, this upsurge of new feeling. Donal always fussed her back to dusty practicalities. Padric too was still stirred by the thoughts and ambitions the great ride on the sea had reaffirmed in him. It was as if, for both, their bodies had gone ahead of their minds and hearts which were still skimming freely on the ocean and played no part in the mundane business of pulling the curragh up the rib-sanded shore.

‘Would you like to sail the sea again?’ he asked.

‘Oh yes.’ She did not look at him to keep close the excitement at that prospect. ‘Oh yes,’ she repeated softly.

‘Would she make a sailor, Congal?’

The large, salt-scarred fisherman smiled and nodded at the two young princelings in front of him as he wound up his nets with care. Bega held the basket while Padric filled it with the fish they had caught.

‘Imagine...’ said Padric, and then trailed off. It was not time to talk about his ambitions and dreams. Besides, she was still a tease, her responses unpredictable. Although, at nineteen, he was three years older than she, it was the rather spoilt young woman who often assumed the superior role and had done since his arrival at her father’s household.

Everyone had seen it as a game. Her father had encouraged it as he encouraged her in all her wilfulness. Her brothers were not displeased that this scholarly and war-hungry British prince should be so trussed up in invisible threads by their cunning Irish sister. None gave Padric credit for gallantry. None – not even Bega and Padric themselves – understood that the teasing might be an expression of something other which neither was yet ready to understand. Sometimes she had irritated and frustrated him so much that he had sworn to himself to have nothing more to do with this girl-woman, who challenged her brothers with the sword and contemptuously outscored them in the lessons Padric gave. But he was soon back with her, always a pace ahead but always at her heel.

‘I would like to go on the sea again,’ she said with unaccustomed earnestness. ‘I would.’

She wanted to taste again the sensation that had swept through every cell in her body and made her feel more different and yet more right, more Bega than any experience she had ever had. Freedom. Where did that come from? Only in perfect service, surely? So what had she been serving?

‘There could be a time,’ said Padric, rather grandly, she thought. ‘We’ll see how you behave.’

He could be such a boy!

She picked out one of the juicier trout and threw it in his face. As often happened, he hesitated for the fraction of an instant before he reacted. But that dark face, the pale eyes warm yet always mocking, the defiance of the slender young body, made him laugh, however ruefully.

Yet in the boat there had been more than that. There had been a flicker of what he thought he recognised but she would not let take hold, like a spark from which the breeze will not allow the flame to settle on the tinder.

Behind Donal, near now, was Maeve, Bega’s companion, a slave. Murcha, Bega’s dog, big as a wolf, had galloped way ahead of them and snivelled a little at Bega’s unusually subdued welcome.

‘You must come home immediately,’ Donal gasped out but even that short and urgent message was delivered with the adoration to which he had for so long subjected her. Bega had to respect Donal’s age and his piety; as the humblest of all the monks he was given special dispensation. But sometimes his intimate conspiratorial overtures made her want to shake him. It was as if he wanted her to know that there was something unique between them but under no circumstances would he reveal it. She had challenged him on this more than once but he had turned tail on every occasion. It irritated her and she blamed herself for being so impatient with a holy old man who, as now, never failed in wanting to help her. She had become so used to being obeyed in her own world, so heady with the liberty given her by her autocratic father, that she could never fully control her restlessness with him and with many others in her father’s iron-ruled household.

‘Your father sent me because he could rely on my finding you wherever you were.’ Donal now did a poor imitation of her father’s voice. ‘Donal will find Bega, he said, if she’s stuck in the cleft of a rock in the middle of a forest in the kingdom of the furthest shore. He’ll pry her out, his truffle, won’t he? Put Bega down the smallest hole in Connachta, he says, and Donal will turn himself into the dog small enough to reach her. And he’s right. Here I am. And Maeve to help you back on your way.’

Why was Maeve here? Donal’s garrulity could be borne, his exaggeration was a matter of course, but the presence of Maeve was disturbing. Bega saw Padric smiling aimlessly at her and thrust the basket of fish into his arms more vigorously than necessary.

‘What is the reason? Why must I return?’

‘Maeve will tell you. I was told not to.’ Donal was bent now, with severe old age, his meagre frame bowing over but at this point he executed a little jig which threatened to straighten him up. Bega’s apprehension grew. ‘Your father told me not to,’ said Donal, ‘and I never say what I am told not to say.’ This boast seemed to afford the old man the most quicksilver private pleasure. He looked up after these words and his lips moved moistly in a silent prayer.

‘Let me walk back with you then, Maeve,’ said Bega.

Bega nodded to Donal, now bowing at her once again and watching her closely with eyes she could cheerfully have blackened. It was a small comfort to turn Maeve around from the gaze of Padric and, taking the plumper girl firmly by the arm, steer her towards the nunnery where they were lodging.

For a few deliberate moments Bega did not speak. She intuited what had happened. For a few moments longer she wanted to live without that knowledge being confirmed. Behind her the surge of the sea reminded her of how recently she had felt so unrestrained. She walked steadily but rather heavily, knowing for certain that the new world she had just discovered on that ocean would be for ever closed to her once she heard her fate.

‘You look lovely, Maeve,’ she said, to delay still further the execution of the sentence. ‘You look as if you have benefited from my absence.’

Maeve blushed at the accuracy of it. With Bega gone from the household, she had flourished in a way she never could in the nipping, badgering presence of her mistress. Maeve wanted no mistress nor had she been born to have one. However kindly Bega tried to behave, she was no greater a princess than Maeve herself had been. Capture in a raid already turned into epic song had changed Maeve from mistress to slave: in name but not in the truth of it, she insisted.

‘You are a real beauty, Maeve,’ said Bega, briskly flattering the rather sulky young woman at her side. ‘You are the woman our poets say is the ideal of Irish beauty.’

So she was. She had the thick, glowing black hair, long as Bega’s (never cut since birth). But where Bega’s was a tough and tangled briar of red-brown curls and straggles, a thicket of colours never to be tamed save into savage plaits, Maeve’s sweep of velvet was as silken as the hair of the Virgin. Her complexion was marbled white, which no weather seemed to reach, no harsh sun or storm blemish, whereas Bega’s colour was gypsy, white only in rage. The faint ruby foxglove cheeks of Maeve had earned the direct praise – in front of Bega – of Padric himself in one of his more foolish moods. Then there were blue eyes, not the faded distant mysterious washed blue of Bega but hard Celtic sea-blue eyes, shining out from under the black eyebrows in full knowledge of their beauty.

Bega had long since given up trying to convert Maeve into a friend. She still had some confidence in her as an ally. This particular encounter undermined that.

‘There’s an O’Neill wants to marry you,’ said Maeve with some truculence. ‘Not the son of the High King himself but of his brother. Soon he’ll be king enough. Your father is very full of the pride of it.’

It was as Bega had anticipated and feared. Her father’s insistence on searching out a dynastic marriage had resisted her fiercest arguments. Nevertheless she had secretly hoped he would never compel her.

And you, poor Maeve, thought Bega, would have welcomed it. Had the fortunes of war tilted the other way it would very likely have been you set to marry one of the greatest princes of Ireland.

‘And you so much more fitted to it,’ said Bega, pursuing her thought aloud.

‘Fitted. For what now?’ Maeve had good cause to be bitter. Her father and two older brothers were dead. There was no one to pay a ransom price for her release and she and everyone else knew it. Her best fate was not to be the wife, not even to be the acknowledged concubine – as Bega’s mother had been – but a mistress, third in line and, unlike the concubine, with no rights. But for the turn of battle she could have been a queen.

‘Say it,’ Bega commanded her. ‘Say it.’ She scooped and took up a small piece of driftwood and hurled it surprisingly far, setting off her hound in full yelping pursuit.

But Maeve would not reply. Perhaps she does not know how much she hates me, Bega thought. I would rather she said it aloud than kept it a secret. Secrets are obstacles and they soon become invisible walls.

‘I would rather you married him than I,’ said Bega quietly. ‘If we could exchange places I would sooner he took you than me.’

It is easy to say that, Maeve thought, hating Bega even more for articulating it. It is easy when you have a conquering father, a household growing in strength and a Prince of O’Neill riding to marry you.

They walked on in silence towards the still-distant knot of buildings which made up the tiny nunnery – God’s final outpost braving the might of the Atlantic, which was the waterway to the edge of the world. Both young women knew that this marked a decisive change. With Bega gone, what would Maeve’s role be?

‘What is this news then?’ Padric asked when he and Donal caught up with them. They were leading the horses which had been tethered near the boat.

Bega shook her head at Maeve who stayed silent.

Padric looked at the two women. One glanced away, her head lowering in seductive modesty, flirtatious submission. The other looked him in the eye, level it seemed, although she was far from being as tall as he. He felt aroused but by which one? By both? ‘What does he know who has not been tempted?’ – the words of Solomon came to Padric as he felt the disturbance of desire.

‘I’ll come back with you,’ said Padric – Donal had told him they were to return in the morning – ‘I’ve finished my work here and I want to talk to your father about releasing me.’

‘So it is now you choose to go,’ said Bega, angry with him for deserting her even though she had not told him of O’Neill. Why could he not see that she needed him?

‘Now or soon.’

‘Is Padric not to know, then?’ Donal enquired.

‘Am I to be the only one not to know?’

‘Tell him,’ Bega ordered Maeve and then flung herself on to her horse and kicked it too hard. She pulled sharply at the reins, causing it to buck, but her teeth flared as determinedly as those of the small stallion. No horse would throw her. She hand-whipped it along the hard sand and then inland to the home of nuns and a few monks where she had been taken by Padric to spend some weeks with Cathleen before the ailing old woman died.

Maeve told him brusquely as Padric stared after the galloping figure. Bega held the reins in one hand only, the other slapping the beast’s haunches or pushing the hair out of her face so that it flew behind her like a cloak. Murcha streaked and zigzagged about the horse as if one run were not enough and it must follow several paths at the same time. Padric watched her until she became indistinguishable in the twilight. On the sea, he remembered acutely, she had been beautiful. He remembered the hard clasp of her hand still through his fingers.

‘She is full of grace,’ said Donal and Padric was surprised to find the unexpected remark so true to his own feelings.


CHAPTER TWO

In the guests’ quarters Bega had been provided with a separate space, draped across with long woollen cloaks, making a snug cell. It was here that Bega flung herself on to her knees to pray with all her power to St Brigid, her chosen patron and heroine. Royal, as Bega was, holy, which Bega in her best moods longed to be, a ruler of her principality around Kildare and the equal of the virile chieftains who followed her word and kings who bowed down to her: Bega loved her intemperately. Now Brigid was one of the heavenly host able to transmit her powers to those whose prayers could reach her. Since learning as a child about Brigid from Cathleen, Bega had sensed a special bond with her and had clear proof that Brigid would listen to her prayers. Sometimes she dared to believe that she was being called by her.

When she was seven, thanks to St Brigid she had found her long-lost pet hen in a hole beside the torn roots of an oak tree. When she was nine, her father had given her the best of the three horses he had captured in a raid, preferring her over his sons – again thanks to Brigid. Her golden ring, inherited from her mother, had been stolen and only owing to the intercession of St Brigid had the thief been caught and mutilated and the ring returned, never to leave her finger since. While on the night of storms, when the walls had shaken and fallen, she and Cathleen had slept right through, guarded by St Brigid. But now she did not know what her prayers should say.

She was rigid in trained concentration but what was her request? The harder she screwed up her brow, the more clearly she saw Padric leaning out from the mast, holding out his hand, his red hair streaming, the white sail so taut behind him, smiling at her as she swayed dangerously on to her feet for that willingly unsupported moment before he caught her. Now he would go back across the sea to what he still called Britain.

She had never imagined he would go. He had come into her father’s household soon after her thirteenth birthday, which her father had celebrated according to the instructions of a soothsayer whose word he listened to as keenly as to that of his poet or priest. Until then Bega had been a rather isolated child: simply the wrong gender for her stepbrothers, too sharp for any comfortable companion, too keen on dogs and her horse and the games of war as well as being so quick at learning – too uncomfortable and full of herself altogether.

Soon after that birthday, Padric had been enrolled as her tutor for part of his time. All but unconsciously he had become her friend, perhaps her only friend. Bega had simply claimed him.

The young man’s background and manners and his dependency on her father meant that he was seen as no threat. In fact, Bega often seemed a threat to him. In mock spear and sword play – with wooden sticks – she would beat him mercilessly: unpunished, since he chose never to hurt her. If he failed to teach her something rapidly enough for her temperament, she would publicly scold him. She would demand he come with her out into the hills nearby – never very far, but places which she would not be allowed to navigate alone – and then torment him by hiding or deliberately baffling the path so that they got lost. She would enjoy his concern that they might not be back inside the fortified walls until after sunset.

They were like brother and sister, said her father, and in some circumstances a marriage would have been a possibility. But she was his only daughter and he had dynastic ambitions nearer home. Yet the family of Rheged was a great one, rightly claiming King Arthur as its noblest ancestor; and although it was on the retreat it could rise again.

Bega’s father – who had ascended to kingship by force alone – had a regal and romantic view of history. Some kings were sent to rule and rule they would even if that rule were interrupted by the plagues of defeat and temporary overthrow. At one time, Bega had suspected the possibility of a marriage was crossing her father’s mind, and she was confused. Padric’s place in her life was as the person with whom she could do anything she wanted and the only person who would always give in to her. At times he seemed part of her. Better by far, she thought, not to introduce the notion of marriage which would have changed everything. He was her friend, her comrade, as her father and her brothers had comrades. She had steeled her thoughts against it and it had gone away.

Why had he said he wanted to be released now? And why were these thoughts rushing so madly through her mind when she was seeking to compose it to prepare herself to meet her father and formally respond to this unwelcome news?

Some power which she did not understand was making her mind ache. It was painful to think in a way so foreign to her background and training but like a loose thread which she could not pull out, the elusive pressure teased her beyond patience. Just as that strange sensation – freedom – had come to her on the sea, so this news, Padric’s announcement of his departure and the slow sadness of Cathleen’s lingering death acted on her mind in these unaccustomed surroundings to crystallise her deeper hopes and ambitions, to strengthen the slender longings of her adolescence. She did not want marriage! She wanted to be bold, alone, out in the world for God, fighting His battles against the heathen, carrying His torch throughout the dark world of ignorance and belief. Once formulated, the idea seemed inevitable. Yet she knew it had to be kept fast to herself. It was against her father’s will and to set your face against the will of a father such as hers... But still, Bega consoled herself, she had a heavenly Father who would surely help her to pursue a path aimed at spreading His word. She smiled to herself at the vision of the adventures she could have and then, out of nowhere it seemed, the spell was utterly broken when she said, as if in prayer, ‘I hate you, Padric.’ And then she crossed herself and asked St Brigid to forgive her.

What would the man O’Neill look like?



Chaitline, whom they called Cathleen, stroked the young woman’s hand and tried to soothe her.

‘Your father will have taken care to look out for you,’ she said. ‘You have always been his favourite, ever since your mother died.’

Cathleen was in the smallest of the cluster of beehive huts, the one designated as the hospital. It was only because of Cathleen and her illness that Bega had been able to make this first and sole move away from her father’s household, a full day’s ride from home. Cathleen was her father’s aunt, and had mothered Bega since her real mother’s death. A year or so previously she had asked permission to come to the nunnery and end her days in prayer. When Bega, fearing that Cathleen might die without giving her a blessing, had begged her father to let her go, he had capitulated. Padric would be a suitable guardian. Four of her father’s best men provided the escort across the wild lands to the coast which faced that final sea where God took down the sun to the black world.

A single candle illuminated the tiny cabin. Cathleen lay on the low narrow frame of a wooden cot, flat on the board, wanting no comfort there. She wore the long gown common to all the women of the place: plain, close-woven with some simple spirals and other motifs worked in around the collar. Her hair was thin and coarse, grey. Her skin was fine, almost transparent, glistening over the prominent cheekbones and the large knuckles stained brown.

‘I want to go into the world,’ Bega whispered.

‘Why is that, Bega?’

Because I just do, Bega thought, and knew that it would not answer. Outside she heard the sea and it excited her: she could see the miles of barren land and that thrilled her too. The very desolation of this holy place seemed to inspire her to go out and see what the world was.

‘It’s true that from a few, so few places as small and insignificant as this,’ said Cathleen, telling Bega the story she loved to hear repeated, ‘we have sent men who have kept alive the word of God and the works of Christ, from here across all the world. And some women,’ she added, shyly.

As the wind grew louder outside the thatched hut and the sea nearby roared again and again at the shore, these tales of courage and learning, of high purpose, great journeys and ultimate dedication came haltingly from the older to the younger woman, calming the one in her weakness but fermenting the other in her turbulence.

The story the old woman told was bold and rich enough to match the heroic tales in the Bible. It was a story of scholarship and the devotion of saints who had continued to flourish in Ireland in ways unmatched elsewhere in the barbarised darkness following the end of the Roman Empire. It was as if the whole weight and future of the world’s learning and Christian purpose were being tested by God Himself, and had come to depend on small and isolated communities, especially those in Ireland and those fed from Ireland. In the hands of Celtic scholars and some isolated few elsewhere, lay the transmission of those worlds of learning and faith and the power of knowledge. Cathleen feasted on that chosen few and knew that in Bega she had kindled a spirit which could also rise to this ultimate challenge.

She prayed that Bega would be called to God’s work and, despite her father’s decision, she told the girl now, as so often, that with God’s help she could go out, alone, among the hordes of the heathen and take them the Word, suffering, if necessary, martyrdom and death for His sake.

When she listened to Cathleen, Bega wanted nothing more.

But how? How, when she had to marry an O’Neill and be bolted up in his household, kept fast and bound with those Irish warriors who loved fighting more than anything on earth? She needed to appear calm, for Cathleen’s sake, but her feelings were extreme.

Yet it seemed to Bega that if she could continue to read, which had come so easily to her, and teach the words of the saints to the pagans, then that would be a life which would take every ounce of her strength. She wanted no less. She loved to see the shapes and strokes of line and turn them into words: she loved the idea of battling against enemies external and internal and all her will and spirit being consumed in that battle. She had dared suggest that to Padric on more than one occasion and he had not laughed at her.

‘If you want enough what you say you long for, then pray that it will be granted,’ said Cathleen, as she had said many times. ‘Indeed, I know,’ she emphasised, ‘pray and it will be granted.’

Was Cathleen being merely kind or was this evidence of the gift of second-sight her father said had been given to the old woman? Bega was too hot in confusion to ask and, besides, Cathleen was tired.

It was unfair, Bega knew, to bring her own troubles to this holy woman now preparing herself for her heavenly marriage. She ought to be helping Cathleen compose herself, but instead she could not contain her own selfish feelings.

She tried.

‘Tell me again about St Columbanus,’ she said, wanting to revisit the comforting tales. Cathleen in her childhood had met the great saint in his old age when he had returned to Ireland after a mission which had taken him to Gaul and Northern Italy. It was Cathleen who had interested Donal in St Columbanus and Donal’s small hoard of his sayings provided the starting point for many of his largely unheeded monologues.

It was not so much his adventures which drew Bega in – St Brendan’s fantastic voyage was far more seductive, with the white talking birds, the gryphon and the miraculous islands – as what Columbanus had said. It was his words which captured her. ‘Even when we consume Christ through love, even when we devour Him through longing, we nevertheless wish to long for Him as if we were hungry.’ Only such a profound and demanding longing could satisfy Bega and so far, she knew, she had failed to achieve or deserve it. Secretly, she admired his arrogance when he said ‘When I believed anybody else, I almost became stupid’.

‘“We ask You that we may know what we love”,’ quoted Cathleen. ‘Do you ask, Bega? Do you know?’

The old woman was exhausted but Bega could not wrench herself from the candlelit containment of this place made sacred by the dying of such a holy being.

‘And Padric?’ said Cathleen, who had seen and noted the two of them entwined in games and teasing; seen how he quickened the girl and how she exasperated but beguiled him.

‘He’s to go back home!’

‘Ah.’ Cathleen nodded: the wound had been revealed. Not only was a stranger about to claim her, but the truest friend of her youth was leaving her. In this unhappy time, might not the spirit of God seize this child whom she thought would serve Him so well?

‘Do you know what you love, Bega?’

Bega was silent and then shook her head. That was the truth of it.

‘I will pray for you,’ Cathleen said. ‘And now you must go.’

Bega stood up, reluctantly and bowed her head as she went to the low door. Outside the wind rose higher, the sea’s sound gave it a texture of impending terror. Bega suddenly realised something. How foolish of her! Foolish and selfish not to have realised it! She turned and took the two paces back to Cathleen, knelt and buried her head in the wasted chest of the fragile woman who had denied all life save that which she had been taught met with the will of God.

‘I will never see you again,’ Bega said, ‘will I? Will I?’

Her old nurse stroked the great tangle of hair and ssshhhed her as she had done so often when Bega was a child.

‘Will I?’ Bega repeated, beginning to weep.

There was a pause and then Cathleen repeated the words of the great scholar and saint whom she had once been blessed to meet: ‘We ask You that we may know what we love’.

Bega’s tears could not be checked. So much, too much had happened: too much freedom and hope, with Padric on the sea, started, stopped too abruptly; this new sentence of marriage. Too much misery in the knowledge of her own longings and weakness. Now this certain loss, this end of one she had thought would always be there. She knew that she ought to recognise that Cathleen, like her mother, was about to enter the Heavenly Kingdom, but a stubborn resistance saw it only as loss, and she cried like a child.

‘There, ssshhh,’ said Cathleen, her voice low and sad now. ‘God will bless you if you submit to His will.’



Bega walked out of the tiny hospital. The great unseasonably warm wind gusting in from the sea filled her cloak as it had so wonderfully filled the sail of the boat.

Instead of returning to her quarters, she walked some way towards the shore. The rush and suck, the lush retreating roar of water across pebble and sand pulled her. Clouds scurried across a half-moon and the light caught the waves; their endless flickering and movement mesmerised Bega.

She folded her arms across her breasts and shook her head into the warmth and mass of air. To be spun on the back of the wind, lifted high, halfway to heaven and let what come happen! The feeling she experienced now, of the forces taking her as one of them, fused with the fierce thrill of losing control, of freedom which had swept through her on the boat earlier in the day. Never in her life had she been allowed such liberty of mind and body. How could you live so that such a feeling was sustained? Such exhilaration, such happiness – despite Cathleen, despite O’Neill, despite the life bound in fate behind her – such happiness as she faced the broken black sound and sweep.

She wanted to be back on the sea with Padric. She wanted never to leave this empty place. She wanted to feel at such ease with the wind and the quiet souls of the saints balancing the warm darkness.

Was she blaspheming by thinking such thoughts? Whether she was or not, sensations of flight and floating, of whirling in the waves and spinning through scudding clouds continued to excite and even agitate her mind until, after some hours, a calm weariness came over her and she went back to her narrow cot for a snatched sleep before dawn, leaving, she felt, a hallowed place, full of nothing but the elements of life and the presence of God.



Bega’s father had sent four men. Padric arranged the column. He would be in the front with one of the men, followed by Bega and Maeve, then Donal with the pack pony carrying the gifts, including salted dolphin meat. The two other men brought up the rear. In single file on the more narrow tracks, he would lead. The dogs spread around the column like outriders.

All four men had swords. Padric’s, a gift from his grandfather, Urien of Rheged, was exceptionally long and highly embossed. Bega had seen him practise with it and though her brothers were stronger, neither could match him for speed and precision. She had caught the thoughtful look on her father’s face while watching Padric exercise with that long-bladed silver-hafted sword, envied by everyone who saw it.

The two women carried light spears. Donal refused all weapons – though he, like all the monks, knew how to handle instruments of war and was expected to take his place in any battle. But in his sanctified age, he preferred the simple armour of a cross.

Padric had scarcely been able to meet the gaze of either Maeve or Bega. But he had noticed that the latter was red-eyed and felt guilty for it. He had observed also that underneath the shoulder-clasped Irish cloak that all the women wore, and underneath her long woollen dress, she wore trousers, sensibly, for this long ride, unlike Maeve, who appeared fresh as dew, her eyes flitting away from him when he looked, causing his heart to jump in pursuit.

Bega had been the last to mount, called twice from the hut in which Cathleen lay dying. Padric was annoyed with her tardiness and impatient to be gone, but the sorry state of her face checked his tongue.

Soon they had pulled away from the nunnery. The sea, now a vast and sullen mass, almost black, flattened under the louring grey cloud which lifted in slow and ominous formation, was behind them. The hail began almost immediately, now at their backs, now smarting into their faces as the path twisted up towards the perilous stretch of bogland which had to be crossed. It was a land of large and awkward boulders, rolled there, Bega thought, as plausibly by the gods and dragons in the local pagan tales as by any Christian deity. It was a land of water in innumerable small loughs and pools, in cuts of the turf and suppurating from under the sodden earth.

Now and then a pair of turf-cutters could be seen. Four times she saw a wisp of woodsmoke. As the cloud lowered until it seemed to threaten to press them into the earth and the hail spat bitterly in their faces as if the devil were jeering at them for their faith, Bega withdrew into a state of abstraction, like a trance, following the rhythm of her horse.

Before she met O’Neill she had to have a plan. She catechised herself more severely the deeper the small column went into the land where tales of giants and goblins were still believed. They passed shiny lichened rocks, reeds slanted in the water like slender stakes driven into the ground to face the charge of the enemy and an occasional tree so bare and contorted it looked like a soul trapped in torment, a Judas tree. Perhaps it was. Cathleen never told the stories of those agonised Celtic monks here and in other wild spots who had failed their God.

Once only she saw a cluster of dwellings and those of the poorest sort, built of sticks and reeds, walled about with sods and thatched with rushes, grasses, flax, heather – whatever was available. The thatch was held down by large stones attached to ropes which looped over the low roof out of which came a dismal scurry of peat smoke.

What would life be without Padric? She tried to force her mind into his. At times she had been convinced she knew what he was thinking. But not now. She had to see his face, especially the eyes: now all she saw was the back, upright, the back of the head, glancing from side to side. He was playing the war leader, she thought, escorting a party through unsafe territory! Yet her confidence in their youthful innocence was not quite what it had been twenty-four hours before during that boat ride – unique, unbearable to think about now.

Padric was aware of Bega’s gaze and even in some degree of her need, but he did not turn to meet it. He did not want to run the danger of explanation. His desire to return to his home had been confirmed in him the instant after he had guessed that she was to be married. In his youth, it did not strike him as having a vital connection. His open admiration of Maeve, whose obstinate character and desire not to appear a slave genuinely attracted him, did not strike him as any attempt to antagonise Bega. He saw that he had come to Ireland – at the command of his father – to learn, and he had learned. He had come to make contact with those who had been forced to flee from Rheged and he had built up his contacts, his alliances. He had seen the Irish ways of fighting and living and that would be useful. But he had dawdled too long and this close friendship with young Bega now seemed childish.

His sole duty was to be back in Britain to regain the independence of his tethered kingdom. This simple conclusion both calmed and buoyed him and he used the journey through the bleak boglands to plan strategies, devise escapes should the column be attacked and imagine how he would defend those put in his charge. He smiled, despite his determination to put aside all such thoughts, at the notion of Bega needing anyone to defend her.

The closer she drew to her home, the greater grew Bega’s fear. A fear she had never in her life experienced. A fear that was like a sudden night fastening on her. Inside her was all darkness as if Christ had fled. The cold of her flesh made the fear worse. Perhaps she was dying. She wanted to cry but would not give in to that weakness. Then she wanted to shout aloud but to whom? For what?

At dusk they topped the last hill and looked down at the flares of light which marked out the extent of her father’s household – the great hall, the high wall, all the other buildings hugged together like a small fortified town. Indeed such rare settlements were the nearest Ireland came to boasting a town. Outside the walls were buildings propped against it as if queuing to get in to the power place of King Cathal of Connachta. Usually the sight made Bega feel proud, even arrogant – that all this had been made by her father whom she could talk to as freely as his sons. But now. The place frightened her.

Padric looked around to check his troops before the final descent. She caught his eye, her pleading look: he turned away. She wanted to escape, to go back to that exultant feeling of freedom on the sea. With careful steps her horse went down the hill. Murcha and the other dogs began to bay and the dogs inside the compound howled back at the approaching band. Padric finally took his right hand off the hilt of his sword where it had stayed throughout the journey.

Her father came to the gate, legs apart, powerful, short, a man many times wounded and scarred for life, a man who had changed gods and women and friends and allies. A man never beaten in battle.


CHAPTER THREE

King Cathal, son of Rogallach mac Uatach, whose great ancestor was Brion, son of Echu Mugmedon, could stand there for only a few moments because of the imperative call of the diarrhoea, so Bega and her party entered his tuath, his household, unwelcomed.

Even in her cringe of fear, Bega was impressed anew by the sight of what her father had built. As he had made more conquests and fought his way from a hovel in the boglands to become one of the four kings of Connachta, she had heard many epic poems describing his battles, the cattle raids, the individual challenges and bloody ventures. But nothing for her matched the kingly settlement which had been planned and completed in her twelfth year.

At its centre stood the great hall, more than seventy feet long and twenty feet wide, with stone making up the first few feet and then the rarer and more valuable, more royal split logs flat side in, semi-circular side rippling up outside to the high thatched roof. A cowl protected the hole which ventilated the smoke. There were no windows. It was the largest building for miles, for a day, for a week’s ride, Muiredach their poet would boast. Bega had always felt secure in the place. Even burdened by her new fear of the future, the solid mass of the settlement made her proud.

Inside the hall were the wall hangings she had helped to weave; the peat smoke drifting to the open timbered ceiling, gently kippering everything it touched; the great oak table for feasts, the chairs, the ordering of the wooden plates and cups. Large thick cloaks draped the floor, which were used as beds by the close male members of the family. Cathal had the only private room.

On the walls were displayed shields of beaten enemies and the severed heads of those who had been slaughtered. Bega’s father still held in part to the old pagan faith and, when a ferocious enemy had been vanquished, he followed the example of his hero King David and of so many warriors in so many sagas: he hacked off the head. For some weeks they would be skewered on the sharpened poles just inside the gate and when wind and weather had honed them, they were brought in to ornament the great hall.

As the horse walked the last few paces towards the stables, Bega caught the face of a friendly slave here, a child of a slave there, heard the loud voices of her brothers and cousins and warmed to the close weave of the self-sufficient place. It gave her a sense of being as safe as a root in the half-comprehended dark. Much as she had enjoyed being at the nunnery, she had still lulled herself to sleep by switching her mind to this place, usually at this time in the dwindling light of first nightfall.

The three slaves from the small island closest to Rheged were laying branches and bracken in paths to control the slithering mud. Though the hail had stopped, a steady drizzle persisted. Around and about the hall a higgledy-piggledy arrangement housed two hundred or so people. These buildings, propped against the hall like buttresses, included the women’s quarters, the special room for Cathal and his queen, his concubine or one of his mistresses, the brewery, the blacksmith’s, the washhouse, the stable for the war horses. Further stables were quartered against the outer wall, which Cathal had built particularly high with a large quantity of stone under the thick, covering sods of turf. There were hovels for the slaves, rather better quarters for the free men and patches quartered off for the two-wheeled, long-shafted war chariots.

Much of the arable land farmed was outside the walls, but inside grew a fair spread of vegetables. All of the many long-horned cattle, the pride of Cathal, were there, all safely in their pens, some of the goats, and a few sheep, although the majority of those were outside with the shepherds. Pigs truckled about at will, as did the hens, the ducks, geese and the innumerable lean and hairy dogs. Strong smells, stenches which carried the best reminders of childhood, the full steam stink of excrement from a variety of intestines, the tang of peat smoke, the odours of the meat roasting, the cauldron of broth all but permanently brewing, the sweat of men, women and animals, all this was inhaled affectionately by Bega.

A slave led their horses away. Padric sought to avoid her, Bega thought (although he was merely absorbed in seeing that the gifts to Cathal were carefully handled) and so with Murcha as ever sniffing about her footsteps, she took the hard course and went to wait for her father in the hall. Her one pocket of hope was that throughout her life he had prided himself on denying her nothing.

Inside the hall she shivered from the warmth. Its brown and yellow-beige colours lit by a few rushes and the tall fat candles promised some sort of reassurance. Women were preparing the meal. Others were weaving. None was idle. Most of the men were outside seeing to the animals, cleaning their weapons, butchering the fresh game or leisurely tasting the last of the day beside one of the open fires which smouldered even against the drizzle.

Cathal’s diarrhoea was the complaint he most detested. He could endure the bleeding gums, the teeth could be anaesthetized by strong beer or mead on occasion, the rashes on his skin could be scratched or soothed depending on his mood, wounds and scars were to be borne as a matter of course, but this diarrhoea which sent him scuttling away like a child with the least warning, was intolerable. Cathal blamed it on the famine he had just managed to live through when a boy. Conditions had been so extreme that men ate horses, dogs, cats, rats, roots and, it was rumoured, in some less controlled places there was cannibalism. Surviving that experience had helped sustain the anger which had taken him from being princeling of a small chieftain’s dun to a king in his great tuath, fit to challenge even the mightiest kings in Ireland. But it had left him looking older than his forty-nine years – visaged like a gargoyle of bitter fury, scabbed, pock-cheeked, scalded with a sense of urgency, cruel and vicious in warfare to a degree already legendary. He cared about three living beings only: his favourite horse, his favourite and now old and near blind dog, and Bega.

The exercise of sentimentality on these particular beings excused him all other acts of kindness.

He had prepared a speech for Bega and when he had sluiced himself down and taken a hunk of crust said, by his poet, to be the best long-term medicine for diarrhoea, he sought her out and brought her to the seclusion of one end of the great hall. His slaves brought down the fine carved armed chair which he had looted only the year before and Bega sat at his feet, deeply comfortable on many layers of animal skins. She made herself a study in deference.

Even the crust, to his dismay, was often too much for the few teeth that could champ effectively. But his gums were hardened. He would be fifty years old soon – a good age – and he felt it except, he boasted and with truth, when he went to war. Then the years evaporated as the heat of anger and the lust to kill lifted him into a state of youthful ecstasy.

Just as he was about to begin, Bega said:

‘Cathleen has sent you a cure.’ They both knew the ailment but Cathal would never allude to his disability nor allow anyone else to do so. ‘I will make it up tonight.’

‘How is the woman?’

‘Near the end. Pray for her.’

‘She had a long life,’ said Cathal, envy undisguised. ‘She always fed herself well.’

‘She gave me a rhyme and said if I followed it I would live as long as she.’

‘Yes?’ Cathal’s lack of interest was such obvious pretence that Bega had to put her hand to her mouth to stop the giggle. He was obsessed with living to a mythical age yet liable to flare up at the affront to his dignity that such an admission would bring.

‘I have it by heart.’

‘Is it long?’

‘No.’ He was relieved. Poetry tended to be long. His genealogical tree he could have wished longer, but nothing else. Riddles pleased him best. She began:



‘Watercress, apples, berries, beautiful hazel trees,

Blackberries, acorns from the oak tree;

Haws of the sharp prickly hawthorn,

Wood sorrels, good wild garlic,

Clean topped cress, mountain acorns,

Together they drive hunger from me.’



‘Nothing about pork?’ he asked.

‘No.’

‘There never is. Nor cattle, nor deer, nor duck, nor goose, nor any living animal. How can we feed the meat we are if not with meat from others? How can you make blood without the meat that breeds it? Could she answer that?’

Bega was silent. She had gained a slight initiative and that was enough. Immediately, she had felt the need to unsettle him, to prepare him for a conversation not to his liking. As he reset himself for the speech which in parts she had heard several times before and which had always affected her, Bega searched furiously for an escape.

‘Your mother,’ he began, in a rather cooing tone of voice exclusive to this specific subject, ‘was the most beautiful woman in all Ireland. Indeed she was so very beautiful and so rare a beauty that only a very few of us could see the truth of it. The poets saw it and the abbot, one or two of the scholars and O’Neill himself and so did I. She was unlike all that they say an Irish beauty has to be. Where it says fair, she was dark, where eyes were blue, hers were speckled green, and there was a light yellow grain on her face like an ash leaf with the sun coming through it. She was sharp in the face where full in the face is the style and her hair, though it was long and black enough, had red in it and was glossy like a horse’s coat, not silky.

‘I had a wife already but your mother became my concubine as is prescribed by the kings and prophets in the Old Testament and while she was with me I took no other mistresses.’ He paused, sincerely affected by his fidelity. ‘No one knows... poets cannot sing the life... and then you came with such pain for her that in less than two years, she died.

‘There were days when I hated you for it. There were days when I got up and rode away and did not care where I arrived or what danger I ran into. I hunted for danger. I wanted only to kill as many as I could to avenge her death. And I did. By God and this right arm, I did. Still I could not bear to see the whelp you were and Cathleen moved you away from me. Then one day I came back with my sword stained to the hilt in blood and a wound on my arm that bled like a cut pig. They bathed it and were bandaging me and I was dizzy by then; it had been a long ride and a hard struggle for the three heads I brought back.

‘I remember a mist in my eyes – like the tears I shed the one and only time before, at the death of your mother. Through this mist I saw her again, smaller, not as beautiful – no one could be as beautiful – but her, a dot of a thing, pulling out my sword quite unafraid of the blood, looking at me without any fear. It was you. You came up to me, trailing the sword behind you and tried to heave it up into my hand. I reached out and took it and lifted it high and your little wide open eyes followed it into the air as if you had seen an angel or a saint and then – you clapped your hands.’ He nodded somewhat grimly but she knew how moved he was. ‘And she was born again in you – imperfect of course, only the Mother of Christ Herself could beat her, but it was then that I softened to you and since then I have denied you nothing, have I? Have I? You became my luck.’

She stroked the leg she leaned against and let him have his silence. She was shrewd enough to know that if her mother had been at all like her then the great beauty was in the eye of Cathal alone, or Cathal and those unwilling to contradict him. But this praise, this wildly uncharacteristic but consistent outburst of affection, moved her. She knew now, though, that the debt, as he would see it, would have to be repaid and in what voice, by what means could she refuse? For the first time in her life, she felt a chill of fear before him. What would he do if she did refuse? Would his love then be stronger than his will?

He then recounted the stories his poet had worked into an epic: the heroic advance of King Cathal whose every victory was dedicated to his dead concubine who had been his Luck. As he spoke she felt pride in his pride, remembering how fiercely pleased he had been when she had asked him to teach her to use a sword and spear and then to drive his chariot; when the abbot and then Padric had found her so easy to teach and, unlike her brothers, able to remember what she had been taught. How unique she was in that household for never once feeling the force of his fist, the flat of his sword, the venom of the man. Yet now that counted for nothing. For all she was doing while he spoke was to devise a way to refuse what was, in effect, his first request.

‘But now we are moving to even greater things,’ he said, and the excitement in the words was palpable and new: he had lived very largely without care for the living. ‘Niall O’Neill is your man. He has been given his name for Niall Noigiallach, Niall of the Nine Hostages, High King of Ireland even before there was an Arthur in Britain. And beyond him,’ Cathal’s voice lowered, ‘is Echu Mugmedon’ – to whom Cathal feigned to be related – ‘and so back and back to Adam and Eve.’ His tone became sonorous, almost mesmeric. ‘A son of O’Neill wants you as his wife. He has heard about you – from me, from others, and he will come with his men to this household in fifteen days. After the biggest feast that has ever been witnessed, Solomon himself would not better it, you will go and bring forth sons who will be kings of all Ireland.’

Though not strictly true, there was nevertheless sufficient reason for Cathal’s natural and commonly obtaining exaggeration to be a possibility. For both knew that under Irish-Celtic law, the king’s successor could be his brother, his uncle, his son, his grandson, his nephew or his grand-nephew. Given the high incidence of death in battle among the fit men of the time and the wildly erratic life spans, it was as much a fair bet as a boast. At that moment, Cathal was blazingly certain of it.

‘Kings of all Ireland,’ he repeated. ‘You yourself could be the wife of the king himself with all the rest of them forced to pay tribute, forced to bow the head or by God and your king’s right arm he would cut off that head and show what a king was made of.’

She looked up and saw that he was looking along the great hall as if he could already see, in the pictures of the flames, in the moving shadows on the wall, from the womb of that place built on so much blood, the issue of greatness in a procession before him for ever ruling the land. Perhaps in all his life, Cathal had never been so transfixed, so near to touch the glory he had only dreamed to meet.

Bega had this one chance and St Brigid was at her shoulder as she said ‘Father, while I was with Cathleen, I had a—’ a vision? That would be a lie. A call from God? Not true. ‘—a powerful sense that God wants me for His own. Abraham was told by God to leave his own land and Jesus Christ commands us to leave our father and mother for His sake.’

Her smooth use of Abraham and Christ alerted him. She had long ago passed him in learning. He could neither read nor write and he took the greatest pleasure in the fact that she had so decisively outsoared her brothers whose presence on earth constantly and bitterly reminded him that someone else one day would take what he had made. But he could tell a false note in a forest of sounds and her coupling of Abraham – one of his heroes, especially in his willingness to sacrifice Isaac – and Christ, her own ideal, was suspicious. Cathal had great trouble with Christ, not the birth but much of the teaching and everything about that compliant death. He sensed a concealed motive for all this piety and he concentrated.

‘You have always said how the greatness of Ireland rests on its kings who are without fear and its missionaries who take the word of God to the distant places on earth,’ Bega went on. There was no turning back now. ‘I cannot be a king, Father, although I would like to be and I could be...’ She paused, but he was not playing his usual game, she could not tug him along that easily. ‘But to be the one who takes the Gospel to the barbarians over the sea, to go where you cannot know the language or the people...’ Bega’s words began to sweep her along, and she saw herself as the lone voice of Christ entering a wilderness of pagan souls, risking torture and death, but with God at her side triumphing over evil and dark forces. ‘I would like to go to study and prepare for such work. You would be proud of me, Father. The stronger I became the stronger my prayers would be for you.’

Cathal had always been able to bide his time. One of his many strengths in battle and particularly in the individual combat which he always sought out, was that he could withstand taunts and even blows which would incite others to a quick and unsuccessful response. Now he said nothing for a while, but bent his efforts to muscling down the gripes in his stomach and eventually, in a neutral voice, asked, ‘Cathleen was to you as your mother would have been – she tried to be that to you, did she not?’

‘Yes.’

‘A good woman, Cathleen.’ Cathal was aware that Cathleen would soon be in Heaven and he had no wish to lessen the value of such a rare supporter. He sought his words carefully. ‘You must be very upset seeing her so ill.’

‘She is about to receive her heavenly reward,’ said Bega. ‘We ought to rejoice. Death is life for her.’

‘We ought to.’ Cathal nodded firmly. Nothing was more fearful or hateful to him than death. ‘Yes, now, indeed we ought to,’ he repeated, aware that his tone was not convincing. ‘What I mean is that when these things happen, minds can be turned. There you were, well set on this mission, so when the news came – of the wedding – it was a fight.’ The single word ‘fight’ put him back on track. ‘But it is not a real fight, Bega. You were ambushed by Cathleen but now you are back on home ground you can see the real battle plan. It is that you marry Niall O’Neill. In the next days, with the women, you will prepare your dress for the wedding; I will give you the finest jewellery seen in all Connachta. This hall will see a feast for three days and nights and no-one will leave until everything is eaten and everyone is drunk. We will drink more than Finian himself. We will feast as if we had won the final battle with the Old Deceiver himself.’

Bega knew better than to press further.

When she had gone, Cathal had a slave bring him a large wooden sconce of beer and more bread. The smell of the pork being cooked for the meal incited his appetite but he knew enough to be cautious. He would wait and ponder until his wife told him that the crackling was burnt gold.

His instinct told him that this was the fault of Padric. He had been foolish to allow them to spend so much time together. But Padric was not to be treated in a summary fashion. His family was a great family; it had followers all over Ireland. Padric was to be watched – he could trust no one but himself – and encouraged to leave soon. From his understanding of Bega he guessed that she was unaware that Padric meant so much to her. She saw him more as one young man sees another, like Jonathan, he thought, saw David. But that was dangerous enough.

He sent for Donal.

Those few minutes in Donal’s life were as worrying as any he had ever experienced. The venom was arrow-tipped and hit home without fail; jabbed, rammed down with a blunt forefinger, which had long lost its topmost section.

‘Why are you encouraging Bega to become a nun?’

‘Why did you not keep her away from the ravings of Cathleen when you saw that the old crone was in her death rattle and making no sense?’

‘What have you been telling Bega about those mad missionaries?’

‘You are entirely to blame if she does not give up this foolish, stupid idea and I will punish you, monk or no monk, until you scream.’

‘Seek her out, stop this stupidity, I will hear not another word of it.’

‘I’m looking out for you, Donal.’

Though physically fragile, Donal was not a weak man. Someone who counted himself the merest speck on the landscape of religion – yes; but his faith had given him resources over many years, in situations often more obviously dangerous than this. Yet Cathal shook him as no one had ever done before and, as he left to seek out Bega, he had to combat a sudden weakness in his legs, a palpitation of alarm which made him shiver, a chime of dread somewhere out of reach of prayer. He all but ran away.

Cathal sighed and called for more beer. He would get good and drunk and take his sons with him. Bega had disappointed him but she would see sense. She was his girl and would do what he wanted. The strong beer was sunk greedily. The sons, Dermot and Faelan, came into the hall and sat at the table with the rest of the household – relatives, warriors, young men the sons of lesser kings there to learn about war, and partly as hostages against the loyalty and obedience of their fathers.

As more lights were brought in and more men came in to sit at the table and the slaves and women began to serve out the food and beer, Cathal softened a little. Bega was clearly upset by the impending death of Cathleen. This, Cathal thought, could unbalance a woman. But she was strong – if only Dermot, sullen but reliable, and Faelan, quick but needing to be watched – had a mite of her treasury of qualities, then Cathal could look forward to death in the certain knowledge that all he had built would be passed down and his name in the genealogies would be as secure as those in the great roll calls of the Old Testament. He muttered to himself ‘Adam, Sheth, Enoch, Kenan, Mahalalech, Jeral, Hanoch, Methusaleh, Lamech, Noah, Shem, Ham and Japheth.’ That was all he could ever remember, but it was enough. That a lineage could be traced to the beginning of time! Would his own poet ever get him there? That was glory.

Bega would wed O’Neill and with her powers she would take his name all over Ireland, sons and sons after them would sing out about the deeds of Cathal at Feast times until the Last Judgment.

After more beer, he set off for the table. But the unmistakable wince in his rectum sent him scurrying out in a way insulting to his dignity and he thought he heard a mocking laugh come from the table from the region of his sons. At such times he could willingly have slit both their gullets and watched them squeal.
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