Part One
Celtic Sunset
THE DRUID CURSE STONE
A stone tablet from about 50BC, found in Bordeaux, France. To date it remains the only known example of a curse, carved in stone, surviving from the time of Caesar. Caesar's name is inscribed on the curse stone — there can be no mistake. Literally translated as follows

Julius Caesar, Commander of the Legions of Rome
He who walks in the shadow of 'The Gaunt Man'
Crom Cruach — Bowed  One of the Mound
This is our promise to you
We hate you forever
We will oppose you forever
Until the sky doth fall and crush our bones
Until the Earth cracks open beneath out feet
Until fire consumes our flesh
Until the air chokes our throats
Until the sea doth rise and drown us
Until iron poisons our bowels
Until the Spiral of Immortality is broken
We bind thee in hate - forever (or)
Until thy house (of flesh) lays reeking, and torn upon the stones.
Bereft of all life even unto the darkening of the light of Atomism
We make this promise unto thee in the prescribed manner of the
Seven Fold  Malediction of Arum
———————————————————

ARUM

A Celtic word, literally, Priest of the Oaks (Druidae -Druid)

ATOMISM
From the Greek - Atoma. Circa 500 BC

Postulated by the early Greek, Founding Fathers of Philosophy, (from which all western philosophies derive) as being, sentient energy with no location in space or time. Creating mind as a means of communication, through which sentient energy can manifest, thoughts, ideas, concepts, ad in finitum, through individual perception of the reality of the physical world. Eventually sublimated to denote 'The Spirit,' 'Soul, 'Self-being,' 'I.' That which exists despite its existence being ultimately unprovable. Also known as an 'Act-of-Faith.' To the ancient Celts it was an every day reality of existence. They knew they were tenants of flesh, and that the spirit survived its death and moved into a new forming house within the womb.

ORDER OF ARUM
(Priests of the Oaks - Druidae - Druids)
There are seven orders, or ranks. Each order containing more than one discipline. Each discipline is taught on three levels, physical, mental, spiritual. Each level is considered to be a separate discipline, whilst at the same time remaining dependant upon the remaining two disciplines for its existence. The Celtic Trinity Triangle. Its roots can be traced back to ancient Babylon and beyond. Disciplines are taught over a period of three times seven years. Of the three levels (physical, mental, spiritual) emphasis is placed upon reaching, or attaining to, a fourth and final untaught level. Few Druids aspired to the fourth level, or 'Way'. Of those who did some did not survive. The fourth way is known and yet remains unknown. Its attainment personal to those few who survive its walking. It was considered to be the ultimate in spiritual revelation and is known as — Skan Taku Skanskan (Something in movement). Spiritual vitality.

FIRST ORDER 

Bard Ollamh - Master of all disciplines. Second in rank only to a king.
Bard Colloquy - Master of Form. (Rules and laws governing, verse, poetry, song and speech) without form only common or vulgar expression remains. Bard speech is sometimes known as 'The Language of Kings.'
Harper - Composition of satires, music and verse. Able to recite without error five times two hundred heroic verses.
SECOND ORDER
Philosopher - Poet - Priest - Poet considered to be a lore master and historian. Philosophy based upon natural (of the earth) and creative thinking.
THIRD ORDER
Physician - Herb Master - Spiritual healing. Dream Interpreter. Sciences.
FOURTH ORDER

Judge - Adviser - Herald - Law, both man made and natural. Truce makers.
Observers - The penalty for utterance of a false observation or malicious comment was death or, more commonly, expulsion from the order.
FIFTH ORDER

Language Master - Celtic, Ogham, Runes, Greek, Roman, Persian, (both written and oral).
SIXTH ORDER

Weapons Master - All weapons, unarmed combat (wrestling), Tactics, Strategy.
SEVENTH ORDER

News Shouters -Trained in straight memory recall and some aspects of observers. (For a News Shouter to knowingly broadcast a lie, the penalty is death.
The Culann Scrolls
~~~~~
~~~~~~~~
To the one who holds the scrolls

Greetings

I, Culann of the Arverni, greet you as a free person of 'The People' (the Celts) who are now no more than a suggestion of memory in the minds of barbaric arrogance. And yet, like the great standing stones of Danann we remain unriddled. Riddle then, the scrolls and the melding of 'The Way' with the sacred circle of the cross of The People of the Plains.

Hanto Yo (clear the way)

Culann

                        CELTIC SUNSET
Chapter One
Mother
And if I touch the earth
Will thou cleanse me?
When the midnight comes
spiritually refresh and anoint me?
Mother
And if I touch the earth
Will thou unfurl thy greening hands?
Will thou heal me?
Mother
And if I touch the earth
When the midnight comes
will thou - - - - - -  -
from - The Book of Insights
It began for me upon the first day of Lugnasadh (August) I remember it well It was my seventh summer

Druid voice sang the song of welcome to the rising sun, his face upturned towards the paling sky. Arms open wide, in the traditional gesture of his acceptance of light and life, not for himself alone, but for all The People. I remember thinking, how pure the sound of his voice was, as it rose up from the hush of earth like some sweet singing bird, winged and eager to greet the molten eye of the Maker. Each day we give thanks for our gift of life, be it at Dawn Song, or in some other more personalised way. The way is not so important, it is the acknowledgment of recognition of life and the spiral, that really counts, or so it is that the Druids teach.

For myself I can only say, that dawn has ever been like a door to me, that sometimes I might find open, and step through into a world beyond, and why should this not be; to a boy seven summers young anything is possible, all magic is attainable. Whilst we dream we live, and walk the Makers Spiral of Immortality.

After Dawn Song, The People dispersed and I stood alone, my head wrapped all about with something I had not the words to define.

All about me glimmered a soft haze of thick, butter yellow light and moist leaf, all a shimmer with dew. Cool it was, though warming as the sun rose above distant, tree thick hills and filled our valley with soft heat and light.

Our town was the principle town of the 'Arverni.' It lay in a pleasant valley protected on either side by a series of low wooded hills that bore the brunt of winter's ravening winds. To the south of the town the hills and woodlands gradually gave way to a thick forest of dim green light, faint trails and misty airs. A wide shallow river wound its way through the valley, flowing in from the north in a lazy, meandering sort of way. Eventually losing itself in a haze of distance, as it flowed on, towards the sea like some giant glistening serpent, full of coils and loops of sun spangled skin.

Free I was, with no hand restraining me when sometimes I walked the hills alone, or sat high upon a rocky shoulder overlooking the town in its valley's cradle. I would lose myself then, in a beauty of sunlight upon moving water, or follow with detached eye the upcurling feathers of blue smoke, drifting like mist upon windless airs from the town's cooking fires.

Young though I was I had at times, or so it is I like to think, a poet's eye for the beauty of the pattern and the Makers casual tangle of weaves. Young I was, I saw only the beauty of our land and gave no thought at all to the blood cost of its keeping. But then, I was barely seven summers old and the ancient king of dreams, had I think, taken up permanent residency inside my head. Of Roman cruels and hates, I knew nothing at all.

Even so, my childhood was short. Ending abruptly upon as fine a day as ever the Maker has gifted. Short it was, more so than other boys of my age, who had not yet riddled their calling.

Amongst The People, childhood ends when a boy unriddles whatever it is he is to become and do in this life. Be it warrior, or a recognition of skill to bake fine bread, or seed the soil. It is this way for females too, who are of course our equals in all things. After all, it is a truth sealed beneath the Makers eye, that we all know what it is we want from one life to the next. It's just that sometimes it can take a chain of seasons to recognise what it is. Some there are, who never find the truth of their life and die unknowing. At least so I have heard, though I can scarce believe it true, it would be so wasteful and an ultimately, joyless existence. Like carrying around an unopened gift. You deny yourself the pleasure of inspecting its contents for the whole of a single life, and who is to say you will fare better the next time. True it is you can only come to incipient awareness through love and approval of self. That is, of course, the unopened gift upon which an expanding self awareness resides. It is the first of all barriers to be overcome as we tread the Spiral of Immorality. So it is that Druid teach.

The morning of my last day of childhood, was a fine amber coloured morn, with a soft feel of warmth about it. A small breeze carried a pungent smell of crushed heather and fresh baked bread, causing my stomach to growl as I stamped and whirled, slaying my imaginary enemies with consummate ease.

My father, a high born warrior of renown, who always wore a torc of hammered gold around his neck, and arm bands of silver, gold and enamelled bronze, had made a long sword of wood for me. Being uncommonly tall and strong for my age, I think it was his hope that I would choose to follow his footsteps along the warrior's glory road.

The pattern weaved otherwise, but of course he didn't know that, nor for that matter did I. 

I once heard him say to his friend Streng, who was himself a superb warrior, that if The People, did not soon change their method of warfare it would be used against them to the utter ruin of all. Streng laughed, incapable, or so it seemed, of being able to envision defeat,  or The People as a broken subjugated race. Of course no one at all took the slightest bit of notice of my father's words, concerning our method of warfare. He never mentioned such a radical idea ever again and became the grimmer for it.

In the years to come I would rue the folly of my people's unbreakable, honour bound traditions, whilst at the same time, loving them for their uncompromising adherence to, the Way.

I had yet to learn of Roman Loathes, Cruels and Hates. Those small, supremely arrogant men with devouring eyes, who are, or so I believe, ruled by the Gaunt Man — Crom Cruach, Bowed One of the Mound.

The heavy wooden sword felt good in my hand, like a true weight of steel as I shuffled and danced the steps of courage, midst swirling clouds of sun sparked dust cast up by my stamping feet. I had not yet mastered the true swordsman's lightness of tread, but then, I was still a child whose inner visionary feats far out matched mere physical limitations.

As always, the sword hilt felt familiar, and for the space of three heartbeats a vision filled my head. It sometimes came to me during weapons practice, though I have yet to unriddle the reason why. The Druid Dream-Seeker, could I am sure, explain it to me, but I had not the courage to ask, thinking in my foolishness that he would not be wanting to be pestered by a child, over a single recurring vision. I know now of course that it wasn't a vision at all, but only a reminder of a far memory resulting from the familiar feel of a sword hilt in my hand.

I was tall and dark of skin with long flowing hair, black as a raven's wing. My mouth was open in a soundless scream of defiance as I faced a charging mob of armed men. Behind me a huge door of bronze closed with a hollow thud of finality. The long sword in my hand gleamed, its blued steel blade catching and reflecting the sun in drips and bobs of light, as I held it before me. I had a targe, a small round shield of metal strapped to my left arm, its surface polished mirror bright, the round edge of it honed to sword blade sharpness. To one, trained in its use, a targe is a deadly weapon as well as a shield. I used it well in defence of the great Library of the Desert, of which I was its principle guardian. I sensed there were others fighting beside me, but inside my head I saw only myself and those I fought. My name was Tabath, and the outcome of the battle I cannot recall. Perhaps I died, perhaps I did not. It is, I think, of little importance, being only one memory, amongst countless memories of previous lives we are able to recall. We are after all, tenants of houses of flesh again and again as the pattern wills, and the only truth that remains when flesh grows cold is the way. The Spiral of Immortality and the way of its walking.

Beneath a clear, deep blue sky full of sunlight and small lost winds, I stamped and whirled, lunged and parried, delivering a series of sweeping blows that  made my wooden blade sing as it cut through the air.

Tranced inside my head, I imagined myself to be Lugh-of-the-Long-Spear, an ancient Champion of the Arverni, who it is said, defended the Hall-of-Heroes alone against invaders. He challenged them all to single combat, laying geasa (a taboo or promise) on them to ensure they could not refuse and still retain their honour. He killed and defeated twenty one of the invaders before they decided that the hall and its treasures really wasn't worth the taking. Lugh, it is said, rescinded his bond of geasa and allowed the survivors to depart with honour.

My father says it wasn't an invasion at all, but only a cattle raid that had somehow gotten a little out of hand. Probably, he said, through bad planning and lack of information, because nobody in his right mind would want to go anywhere near whatever it was that Lugh-of-the-Spear was guarding. However that may be, he was a hero, bold and shining and I liked the story, and the deeds the Harper's attribute to him in songs and epics set to harp music.

So it was that I lunged and danced, defeating all my imaginary foes with what I thought of as my swordmaster's skills. After all if you cannot win in your own contrived dreaming, where can you win.

Today my childhood came to an end. I was seven summers old by our measurement of time, which is the same as the Greeks but different from that of the Roman barbarians, who, having slaughtered the Etruscans and taken their lands, model their ways upon the very ones they defeated, an oddness, no doubt due to their lack of spiritual awareness. Growth is, after all, a compound of many nuances. Foolish are they who judge nations only and solely upon the height and thickness of their walls. 

I think me that Romans are not comfortable in the living flesh of their house. So it is that they strike out like frustrated children, and in their spirit blindness seek to destroy nations who offer them no harm, beyond a refusal to trade or bow down to gods, other than their own.

Being seven summers old I was of course already familiar with and at ease within my own growing house, and remembered with an easy clarity, my tenancy of a previous house of flesh, but then, excluding Roman Cruels, who cannot.

We of the Arverni are, I think, more fortunate than most, in that we are, more often than not rebirthed within our own tribe. It is I like to think, because our Druids take especial care to instruct us in this wondrous mystery of the pattern. Druids of other tribes such as the Helvetii and the Nervii focus on transition with little thought given to location. Though I dare say it all turns out as the Maker wills. The People are constant and one tribe is probably just as good as another, even though we, in our pride, do not like to think so. The pattern weaves irrespective of men and their foolishness. Having lived as a Celt, a free person, who would wish to choose otherwise.

The Greeks have lost their way and no longer recognise the pattern, or the Spiral of Immortality, at least that is what Cumall the Druid says. Whilst the Romans are nothing but Cruels and Hates, literate barbarians, Cumall calls them, who at their best are little more than educated savages. Spirit children in adult bodies, who one day will despoil the world and give credence to false greatness.

The People love and revere children, after all they probably knew them in a previous life, that is why there are no orphans amongst us. Left parentless, for whatever reason, children are immediately cared for by the whole tribe, and if over the age of five, it is their right to choose, if so they wish, with whom they will live. Romans kill children, enslave and use them in strange perversions we of The People cannot comprehend. It is I think a measure of their spiritual sickness. Indeed, as I grew within the Nemeds, the sacred groves, I came to understand that any nation condoning the enslavement and slaughter of hundreds of thousands of men, women and children within the walled confines of the arena and, looking upon such horror as casual entertainment, is sick within itself and sows the seeds of its own destruction.

Still and all I could have wished my childhood longer. The pattern it seems wove otherwise.

Fire bloomed inside my head as I struggled against my imaginary foe. Steel sparked against steel in a raspy sort of ring. Dust, and  sour, fear induced sweat, mingled with the hot brassy smell of blood, filling my nostrils, coating my mouth and tongue with a foul coppery taste. It was death and joy upon a wild winged flight of heroes, alight with sunglow and the jewelled eyes of heaven. It was real, I lived it inside my head. A compound of memory and boyhood dreaming. Dark green leaves enamelled orange-gold beneath a hot summer's sun, sultry air, thick with reeking flesh and the honour wounds of a Champion, standing alone against the invading hordes. Ah, it is good to be a child amongst a people able and willing to let a child be a child, with no pretensions otherwise.

Celtic I am, and I will always be a free person of The People, at least so it is I used to think before the rude world of adults and reality forced its way inside my dreaming head.

Immersed in my game, it wasn't until a shadow blocked out the climbing sun, that I realised, in a dim far off sort of way, that someone stood before me. Inside my head feathery whisperings died away as my vision refocussed upon the real world of human kind. I could feel the hard, sun baked earth beneath my booted feet.

Tall he was, silent, with a grim look about him, as he stood there, outlined against the sun and a backdrop of sky, blue as a robin's egg. His long, thick white hair lay loose about his shoulders, blazing like white fire beneath the sun. He wore a white robe and a fine green leather Belt-of-Calling about his waist, with a buckle of enamelled bronze, blue it was with the spiral of Immortality outlined in gold.

Suddenly, inexplicably, my heart lurched and my guts knotted with tension. I recognised him now, though before this moment I had only seen him from afar, an aloof, commanding figure who walked in the company of Kings.

Cumall, he was, Chief Druid of the Arverni.

'Why was he here?' I thought wildly, standing in front of a seven year old boy. I felt the skin of my face tighten. 'What have I done that is so terrible it warrants the attention of the Chief Druid.' Panic welled up inside me, as I desperately tried to think of what it could be, of how, in my ignorance, I might have given offence. Suddenly, seemingly out of nowhere, recognition flared inside my head, if not for my far dreaming, I would have recognised it before.

The Druid was wearing his robe and Belt-of-Calling. Druids only wore Belts-of-Calling when they intended to claim the right of (spiritual) recognition. A rare honour indeed. Though of course the one claimed has the right to  refuse Nemed training. We are after all a free people, and the Nemeds, sacred groves, are a world unto their own. But who, I thought, has he come to claim? Certainly not my father, he was too old and warrior bound. My mother, well no, I didn't think so. She was quite happy being who she was. I had no brothers or sisters, so that leaves — only me. My mouth went dry, my wooden sword suddenly felt heavy in my hand as I slowly raised my head and looked up into the Druid's eyes. His gaze speared my soul.

His eyes had a look of stones beneath water about them, winter grey and chill, and though I strained mightily, I could not break away from his eye lock. Sweat stood out on my brow, heat suffused my face, my head began to ache, my feet felt like stone, deep sunk in earth. A picture formed inside my head, suddenly I was distant memory walking, a time when I was tenant of another house of flesh. How incredibly real it is, I thought in wonder, but then, it was nothing I had not done before.

Tabath, standing alone, his back toward a pair of closed bronze doors, a long sword of blued steel held in a two handed grip. Blood trickled down his body from a score of open wounds. His voice rose, above a sound of stamping feet, in a mighty roar of rage. His unbound hair flowed down his back, challenge to any man who thought he could take it.

Of all the defenders of the great library, he was the last. Honour bound to defend his trust with his life, he grinned like a jinn at the advancing warriors, and stepped forward to meet them. 

Tabath's 'thousand' lay dead, or dying amongst untidy heaps and kicking mounds of the enemy. The carnage was unbelievable. The smell of blood and ripped out guts, mind numbing. Vultures wheeled high and above, patiently waiting to start their grisly feast. Tabath was well content. His 'thousand' had cut down over six times their own number, since first the rays of morning sunlight had brushed the huge, sandstone walls of the library with rosy gold fingers.

Tabath could not betray his trust, he didn't know how. The very idea itself was alien in concept to his thinking. His only regret, was that he would die beneath the blades of a crazed army of stinking desert shepherds. No matter that they styled themselves Shepherd Kings, they were, he knew, honourless. A rag-tag army of sheep herders, intent upon destroying all forms of knowledge that was not in sympathy with their own. The great Library of the Desert was the last bastion, it was also empty, or nearly so. The Brotherhood of the Book had already spirited away its contents, stripping the halls and endless alleys of books with incredible speed and efficiency.

No one knew where the books were taken, no one bothered to ask. It was enough to know that they were safe, stored — somewhere.

Tabath, and his 'thousand', had chosen to remain and fight a holding action only. Buying time for the fleeing scholars to cross the desert to the safety of the river cities. Even so, the sheer size of the Shepherd Kings army, swept Tabath's breath away. He would be lucky indeed, to delay the advancing army for the passing of a single hour of the sun's moving shadow.

Delay them he did. From dawn, all through the day and long into the breathless hush of a blood eyed sunset.

Tabath and his 'thousand' preformed a stupendous feat of arms that gave birth to a legend. And like the Brotherhood of the Book and, the Great Library of the Desert, legend fell down the centuries into myth, until the many denied that the few had ever existed at all.

They crashed into the charging Shepherd Kings with a sound like rolling thunder, as a thousand shields smashed against thousands of shields. Tabath and his 'thousand' swiftly formed a defensive square, with a flying column of ten at its centre, to plug any breach. They fought like heroes against overwhelming odds and stopped the advancing army in its tracks.

Above the din of battle, a single voice cried out again and again, urging the Shepherd Kings on, exhorting them to destroy utterly, the unbelievers, who dared to oppose them in their righteous destruction of all false knowledge. The voice urged the howling shepherds on, in the name of God and all his prophets. The words themselves were a blasphemy of violence, that shrieked up towards a silent sky devoid of approval.

As the hours bled by in vociferous fury, the shepherds sheer weight of numbers ground Tabath and his 'thousand' down into hacked and bloody lumps of twitching meat. Slowly they pulled back, falling in ones and twos, until Tabath stood alone with his back to the great bronze doors of the library. His huge body covered in sticky gore from head to foot. His sword a gleaming slick of red in the lurid glow of a sullen setting sun. Tabath made his stand bathed in the sun's angry fire, eerie it was, and frightening. 

The Shepherd Kings had thought to roll over Tabath and his 'thousand,' squashing them like ants beneath booted feet. It was only now, as the longest of all days neared its end, that they realised they were broken. More than half of the shepherds soldiers lay face down in the desert sands, or stared unseeing, up  into a darkening sky. A wailing cry of shock, fear, and horror spread through decimated ranks. The shepherds looked at each other in disbelief. How could this be? How was it possible for a 'thousand' to destroy six times their own number? They were unable to comprehend the magnitude of their defeat. Born as it was, out of an unthinking foolishness, that claimed their God of the desert was supreme, and all other Gods false. They had assumed, with arrogant ignorance, that they were invincible.

Tabath and his 'thousand,' bound in honour and a steady belief, that all men have the right to pursue knowledge, and the right to freedom of worship, forced the Desert Kings to think otherwise. Realisation shocked them to their core. 

A terrible weight of silence fell over the survivors of the Shepherd Kings' army. Hot sultry air tainted with the reek of blood and vomit, stung crying eyes.

Horror gripped stuttering hearts in awful hands. Sanity began to replace righteous insanity. Somewhere behind the silent soldiers, a gaunt shadow slipped away noiselessly, merging into the desert's gathering gloom.

Tabath charged, his war cry shattering the silence, long black hair streaming out behind him like some unadorned banner of defiance. Men moved out of his way, unwilling to meet his whirling sword. 

Stained they were, doomed for the sin of pretence, enforced with violent intent upon others, who offered no harm, no opposition to their right to believe in and follow their own chosen God. Theirs was the price to pay. There is always a price to everything, even unto the smallest of beliefs.

Tabath hewed down unresisting flesh. His stomach heaved as he danced, and whirled, 'fight' he screamed, 'fight desert turds, fight.'

A cold voice, loud and clear, rang out. 'Kill me this unbeliever.'

No one moved or spoke.

Tabath's sword hissed through the air and — stopped in mid stroke. He looked about him. His dark face shone like a devils mask, in the ghastly glow of a red flaring sun, sinking slowly below the horizon. 

The cold voice spoke again. 'Kill me this dog of an unbeliever — NOW.'

Tabath grinned and advanced soft footed towards the speaker.

His blade hummed as it arced through the air, slicing cleanly through the fanatic's neck. His head leapt into the air, and then falling, hit the sand with a dull wet thump, rolling to a stop against a fallen shepherd warrior. Using his hands, Tabath scooped out a shallow hole in the sand, kicking the lifeless head into the hole, he said softly, 'You used man's fear of the unknown against them.' He spat three times, once into each staring eye and once into the mouth of the bloodless head.

'Let this days weight of death be upon you,' Tabath spoke in a harsh ringing voice that cleaved through the heavy silence like a flame. 'For you and others like you, redemption is a kindness you may never find, and I am not saint enough to forgive you, not ever.' With a casual flick of his foot, he kicked sand into the open sightless eyes of the severed head.

A great sigh escaped from those around him as though they awoke from some strange dark dreaming. Tabath turned on his heel and walked away into the desert and the feathered arms of a hushed and gathering night. 

The Library of the Desert is legend now, but the spirit of Tabath remains.

Eyes, grey as winter stones bored into my skull, and then, with a slight smile playing about his lips, he released me. I felt strange, remote and warm and sure. My calling, my recognition of self.

Soft voiced, the Druid said 'Your boyhood ends this day, Culann of the Arverni.'

He strode off then, towards our house, calling out in a loud voice for my father to stand forth. I followed behind him, my heart thumping away inside my chest, with a sound like a great hollow drum. Fear and excitement coursed through me, and a bit and piece of wonder for the coming unknown.

My father heard only the loud and commanding tone of the Druid's voice. Thinking himself challenged, he rushed out of the house, a battle cry upon his lips, long sword swinging in a two handed grip, his dark unbound hair streaming out behind him. My heart leapt into my mouth, I truly thought he was going to attack the Druid, so fierce and swift, did he come.

Recognition flared in his eyes, 'Oh! it's you Cumall.' He sounded disappointed, but then, he was a warrior, a professional fighter, proud of his skill. Lowering his sword, my father stuck it point down into the dirt, and extended both arms in an open gesture towards the Druid, hands open, to show that he held no weapon and stood unarmed in the presence of a guest-friend.

My father smiled then and said, 'Cumall, my friend, next time you come a calling, moderate your voice. You sound like a young bull in heat.'

The Druid's eyes twinkled, 'Ah,' he said, 'if only I was, but I fear me the fires burn low with age,' his laughter filled the air.

'Talk so to others, but not to me, Cumall. I know you too well,' my father said with a smile. 'You'll live forever Druid, and you know it.'

My father was a handsome man, tall and broad of shoulder, with a deep chest and the thick muscled arms of a warrior in peak physical condition. 'Prime, he is,' so it is I have heard others say. During arms practice and in combat, he moves with the easy grace of a dancer, all fluid motion and deadly skill. He was a Champion, and proud. He was also a Celt, a free person of The People flamboyant, boastful and loud, wearing a fortune in precious metals about his neck and arms. His hair unbound and flowing, a challenge to any who thought they had strength and skill enough to take it. He no longer used war paint or tied feathers in his hair. It had of late, become unfashionable. Like all The People he was possessed of incredibly good manners and politeness where guests were concerned. Recognition and banter complete, my father welcomed the Druid into our home.

'My house is yours,' he said formally, 'your enemies are my enemies whilst so ever you sit beneath my roof.' He then lay geasa upon himself not to break or dishonour, guest-law, whilst so ever his guest remained. 'May the earth open and swallow me, the sea rise up and drown me, the air poison me, the sky fall down and crush me, if so I do not honour my given word.' Formalities complete, my father stood quietly, politely waiting for the Druid to enter our home, or otherwise speak of the reason for his unannounced visit. The Druid was, after all, second in rank only to the king and was not, Culann's father knew, in the habit of wandering around town paying surprise visits without a reason.

Cumall said, with a small smile playing about his mouth, 'Rest easy friend, not this day will I drink your house dry. Now is not the time, and besides, there is good reason for my being here.'

The Druid stood tall and straight. He possessed a degree of presence, denied to lesser men, power rippled the air around him. To my young eyes he was awesome, exuding a kind of majesty denied to Kings. You could almost feel his presence. 

In the years to come, I too, would master the secret of concentrating the whole of 'being' into a single location in time and space. Some men do it through anger, Druids learn the way of it, at will. It aids the bodies healing amongst other things, and can sharpen the mind to hitherto unknown levels of clarity. Cumall spoke in the formal, bardic way, that carries and yet seems not over loud. His words changed the entirety of my life.

'I am here to claim Culann, your son, by right of Druid recognition.'

My father's mouth dropped open in stunned astonishment. Of all the reasons he could think of for the Druid's unexpected visit, this was not one of them. To have a Druid claim spiritual recognition of a son or daughter was a great honour not to be lightly tossed aside or otherwise dismissed. It was not unheard of amongst the tribes for a Druid to claim recognition of a son or daughter, but it was rare, very rare indeed, and usually only happened when the one recognised was needed for a specific purpose, relative to The People. Not even a king could command a Druid to reveal that purpose. Awareness of its existence was deemed, enough, for anyone to know, outside the Druids circle.

My father's chest swelled with pride. It was an unlooked for honour, that would reflect upon his clan for generations to come. The tribe of the Arverni was in need, and flesh of his flesh had been chosen to fulfil that need.

My father breathed in deeply, swelling his already powerful muscles. He drew himself up to his full height, squared his shoulders, looked the Druid straight in the eye, and said in a loud ringing voice, 'Druid right or no, you cannot take the boy if he is unwilling to go.'

Knowing what it must have cost my father to say that, my heart came nigh to bursting with love of him, and pride for his thought of putting me before the honour. There are some amongst us who would not have done this. Fortunate am I, to have his caring.

I could see that Cumall was well pleased by my father's answer and he played 49-52his part accordingly, much to the pleasure of the crowd who had by now gathered around us. Important it might be, it was also an entertainment, something that would be spoken of again and again in the years to come. No one amongst the silent crowd wanted to miss a single word, smile or gesture. The News Shouters, would carry the news from tribe to tribe giving faithful re-enactment of the whole of it all down to the last word spoken.

The Druid Cumall gave his familiar half smile and said in a less imperious tone, 'Why don't you ask him?'

The Druid and my father turned towards me. Cumall smiled knowingly. My father hesitated, his eyes seemingly all aglow in the rich morning light. The silence of the gathered crowd deepened as they waited expectantly for me to answer what had not yet been asked.

The summer sun poured down its heat and haze of gold, striking the hard packed earth in bouncing points of light, like arrows and lances of the small fey folk of dreams and deep forest hauntings. Small thoughts rattled around inside my head like stones in a metalled drinking cup. 

'My life will end this day,' I thought wildly, 'and a new life will begin. Dare I face the challenge of it all? Am I strong enough? Are my wits keen enough? And the unknown purpose that I must make my own, do I have the courage to run it to its end? Am I worthy?' Fear piled upon uncertain fear inside me, my guts churned. I felt like a spear about to be cast, poised and quivering, into a melee of confusion and incredibly clear light.

I could see Etain, my mother, hovering in the doorway of our house, all a drip with flooding sunlight. Biting her bottom lip she was, her fine steady eyes moisture bright with unshed tears. She looked fine and proud, her long, thick red hair tumbling over her shoulders like living flame from out the core of sunsets. Tall she was and full of a majestic grace. A worthy wife of a Champion.

My mother was also a Rune-singer, a daughter of earth in service to the Goddess whose vaginal blood refreshes the fields and the world upon which we live. She is not the Maker, she does not weave the pattern, and yet without her, the Maker, cannot dance creation or weave the 'People' a fecund pattern. She is the apple of wisdom, that tempers the oak of immortality. She is the stone within the forest that grows. 

Strange it was that I noticed small things and gathered small thoughts whilst all around me 'the moment,' gathered.

The drum beat of my heart was more a fluttering now, like some humming bird captive within my chest.

I would go with the Druid. I would face whatever destiny awaits me and hopefully wrestle it to the ground. I knew I would go when first his eyes speared me. Something had clicked inside my head. As though I had been waiting for that one glance of instant recognition, to know who and what I was or might become. Tabath was a memory flaring white behind my eyes. 

I had no doubts as to the road I must follow, none at all. 

If I had known then, what I know now, in the final breathing of my body, I think I would have fled screaming into the forest.

When I said yes, in a small quavering voice, a great sigh of relief escaped from The People. Suddenly everyone was laughing and shouting and slapping my father on the back. Mead and ale appeared as if by magic, and though it was only midmorning, a small celebratory feast was gotten under way.

The Druid came and stood by me, he said, 'Say farewell to your mother and father boy, your old life is no more. From this moment on you begin a new life, and this I say to you Culann of the Arverni. I have seen your destiny. It is uncertain to be sure, though I'm thinking one day it may take you away from The People forever, but nothing is certain Culann. That  is one constant we can be sure of, nothing is certain in this life. The pattern weaves as the Maker wills'. In a softer more friendly voice, he said, 'Your instruction within the sacred groves will not be the same as others you will meet there, but this I can promise you, you will receive the best of specialised instruction. You will not fail, else your destiny fails with you, and a single druidical hope of remembrance for The People will not come to be.' His voice trailed off then and he said no more.

I stood within the noise of a happy boisterous crowd, uncertain, fearful and with a taste of sadness within my mouth, for all that I would leave and the love of a family I would no longer share. I didn't understand a single word the Druid had said.

After saying goodbye to my parents and receiving the well wishes of friends, the Druid led me away. I walked in his shadow until he curtly told me to walk by his side.

People waved and shouted greetings to me as we made our way through the town. I couldn't help puffing my chest out just a little bit. Afeard I might be, but I was still child enough to want to strut for awhile.

So it was that I came to the Nemeds, the sacred groves, during the summer of my seventh year. It was the first day of Lugnasadh (August). Start of the midsummer festivities.

That night, as I lay upon my pallet, in the Druid's round house, I wondered if my training would take the customary twenty one years to complete

