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Chapter Three
Long ago it was
when saints and sinners
slept side by side
dreaming of yesterday's people.
from Old Bones and Candlelight
Gildas – Historian
Circa - 12,000BC

T

he fertile mountain valleys and meadows could no longer support our ever-increasing numbers. All our enemies be dead, therefore we came down from out our high, windy mountain home in search of a new, final home of stone. Some few of the Pobal Na Cloch, People of the Stone, elected to remain behind.
'We will follow,' they said, 'later, when you find a place.'
Perhaps they will, one day, when the mountains are worn down to stubby rocks. We, however, could not remain. Our home for a thousand years and more, could no longer feed or contain the whole of the Pobal Na Cloch, People of the Stone.
So it was that we left the sacred altar, Gormcloch (bluestone) behind in the Teampall Solas, Temple of Light, in care and trust of the few who remained. They would, I know, consider their trust to be a sacred duty, bound by geasa (promise) to protect with their life, and beyond if so there be such need.
We are an old race, old before ever the mountains became our home. Nor do I think anyone, least of all the priests, truly know from where we came. The memory of it all lost now, somewhere down dusty centuries along with how we obtained guardianship of the Gormcloch, Bluestone. That in some mystical way perhaps, unified the Pobal Na Cloch, People of the Stone, when, at the time of receiving, we were no more than wandering tribes, often at war with each other, in small ways that is, to test and prove our warriors. Curiously, one legend remains from that long ago time, persisting down through the years, unchanged since the dawn of our ancestors' first settlement in the mountains.
The legend speaks of a time when the Pobal Na Cloch, shared their mountains with the remnants of an old dying race the Sciathanfear, Winged Men, one of whom, according to legend, mated with an Angeal (angel) with broken wings, and that it was from the Sciathanfear, that we gained our knowledge of metal working and the forging of grey metal (iron) blades.
Of course, I cannot say the legend be true or false, never having met a Sciathanfear, and surely, the whole world must know legends can sometimes be misleading, if not in content, then certainly in direction.
We of the stone be something different I think, from other nations I hear tell of now and again. We worship no god or goddess, no graven image of this and that, no statue, carving or any bit and piece of clay shaped by human hands into something no one can recognise or lay claim to having seen before. We have only the great stone that sometimes has a shimmer of pale blue light about it. Why? No one knows. Now and then an odd priest or two of the Teampall Solas, Temple of Light, lays claim to knowing, though I, possessing something of an investigative nature, think not.
It does something, of that I am sure, but what, I cannot say. I know only that now and again, a warrior of the people enters the temple for no good reason, other than to stand before the altar for awhile and lay hands on the stone when its all a shimmer with blue. Nor does the warrior ever speak of what he experiences other than to say, he gave promise, to what, no one knows, nor does the warrior give hint of what kind of promise he made. I find it most peculiar and humorous, really, the sight of baffled priests, gnashing their teeth in frustration, at a mystery, whose secret is obviously denied to them, and yet equally obvious, freely conferred upon another. Eventually of course, realising I would never make sense of it all, I abandoned my investigation and gave no more thought to it. The world is, I am sure, full of wondrous mysteries and curious whispered secrets, I cannot hope to understand or even gain a finger's breadth of comprehension. Not that it matters, being historian of the Pobal Na Cloch, is enough to fill any man's head with a burden of curiosity's weight and widening delight. Of course, it is easier for me than ever it was for those who came before. Such men relied on oral traditions, and spent most of their life training memory to retain centuries long oral histories, word perfect. Samos, an historian like myself, changed all that about two hundred years ago.
He went away, no one knows where, and when he returned, six years later, he brought the script with him. Strange wedge shaped symbols (cuneiform) he called writing, nor would he say from whom he gained such knowledge or where such a wise people might be found. He said only that the knowledge was a gift we must treasure. Apart from those who taught him and we of the Pobal Na Cloch, no other race possessed such knowledge. Of course I, like the priests, have the way of its writing, so it is, that much of what I know is written down. Which is just as well. The way of training long memory is lost to us now.
There is also something else that sets the people apart from other nations. We be not ruled by, or sworn to any king. The very notion is an absurdity to such as we who call ourselves free people. How is it possible for one man to control the destiny of thousands, who, upon his whim, live or die. No man or woman, should ever wield such absolute power, the thought itself is a thing of nightmare, dark dreaming the life of you down. No, no, no, we would die before submitting to such an indignity.
We rule ourselves, and are happy to do so, it is the right of all humankind. Though I have wit enough to realise many who live beyond the mountains prefer to live otherwise. Sadly, I have heard of people ruled by cruel, even insane kings, and they the people, possess not the courage to ignore or depose such travesties of humankind. Living out, what little of life they have, in fear and trembling. Better for such as we of the stone, to die a free people than to live so broken in spirit.
But then, I know only life amongst the people, and cannot begin to imagine any other. My body dies, and the spirit of me enters a newborn house of flesh amongst the people. It has always been that way. Why then would I, or any of the Pobal Na Cloch, care for any other? Life in flesh is, after all, a compound of memories. What use then memory of only one lifetime, when the experience of many lifetimes be available?
Of course, you must accept the bad, even dark memories along with the good, else you cannot grow, or journey along the An  Spiorad Bothar, the Spirit Road. It is a thing we know well, indeed, it is the fundamental essence of our way of life. As familiar to us as the air we breathe, though it is not this way for others who are not Pobal Na Cloch, People of the Stone. I often wonder why, though I can never think of any good reason to explain it. I be only an historian and leave such pondering to the one or two forward thinkers amongst us.
I once put the question to the priests and immediately regretted having spoken at all. They thought me sense fled, and just a little bit crazy in the head for even contemplating the existence of a spiritual state other than what we know. Our priests were not (at least not then) overly endowed with knowledge concerning nations that exist beyond the mountains. I should have known better than to ask, but then, I am only an historian and a sometime warrior when the need arises.
As for kings, let those who want such, have them. We rule ourselves, if not magnificently, at least with a modicum of reason. Murder, rape, what is that? We know of no such things. As for thieves, why steal what you can have merely for the asking, and knowing this, rarely, if ever ask.
When we have need, we elect a suitable leader, and unelect him when the need for such has passed.
Aratus it was, elected to lead us in search of a new home. Indeed, a finer man we could not have chosen. Tall, with an enviable breadth of shoulder, and the arms and chest of him, all sculptured muscle. When he attained manhood, along with the warrior arts, he was the first of the Pobal Na Cloch, to grow his hair long and leave it unbound, like molten copper, flowing over his shoulders in shiny waves. The eyes of him had a look about them few men could meet. Blue they were, that deep fathomless blue peculiar to the deep heart of high mountain lakes, he was also intelligent. The wits of him quick to pounce on obscure bits and pieces most men would miss. We were also friends.

Growing up together midst a wonder of mountains, full of bright windy airs and clear tumbling streams, so cold, the water ached the throat. Sometimes I teased him about his height, until one fine morning he fetched me a clout about the head that dropped me like an ox beneath the mallet. Later, when my senses returned, I opened my eyes to find the great hulk blubbering over me. I never teased him again.
Years later, when Aratus began to carry arms, he was one of the warriors who stood before the stone.
We drifted apart then. What with me becoming historian and he with the warriors looking to him to lead.
A fine life it was, and now we leave it all behind, with only burnt down memories of youth living on in the head like sunsets. Yet if the truth be known, the days were never as fine as our memories make them out to be. Not that it matters, it is the memory of it all that is important, more so than the actual event I'm thinking. Something to do with spirit, I shouldn't wonder.
I once heard Ashan, a priest of the temple, speak of a spiral. He said the spirit ever strives to journey upward about the spiral. 'Towards what,' I asked. Ashan said he did not know, but it was something to think on.
I liked Ashan, in spite of his annoying habit of posing questions that have no answer, at least none that I could divine.
He has gone now. We be a long lived race and he had lived longer than most. No doubt he inhabits a new, young house of flesh midst the people's ever increasing brood of children, annoying other little ones with unanswerable questions, I shouldn't wonder.
Dawn light had barely begun to creep into the valley, when Aratus led the Pobal Na Cloch down and away from the mountains forever.
We left in silence, bleary eyed, stumbling through pools and patches of retreating shadows as the light burnt away night.
Oxen, heaved and strained against wide, collars of wood, pulling low slung wagons piled high with baggage and all the bits and pieces necessary to the start of a new life, and enough in the way of smoked meats, sun dried fruits and milled grains for the making of bread, to last 200 days. I did not think our supplies would last much beyond one hundred of days, but then who am I so say. Of course, our hunters and gatherers would be out and about which would help. Not that I worried, the feeling was on me that the Pobal Na Cloch would be settled or dead, long before supplies ran out.
As we slowly wound through and down the mountains, the sun climbed above distant peaks, flooding valleys and narrow trails with cold gold light. The very air seemed to sparkle, carrying on its breath, a taste I have never known before, wild it was, and exhilarating. Perhaps all journeys begin like that, I cannot say, what with this being my first and all.
On the third day, the Pobal Na Cloch, People of the Stone, broke free of the mountains. Late afternoon it was. The coppery-red ball of the sun firing the foothills in slants and moving columns of red-gold light, as we spilled out and over the hills, shouting and laughing with the joy of it all.
A loud race we be, often boastful, always colourful, and in our way happy. Finding pleasure in many of the small things in life, like the way evening sunlight purples the hills, hazing distance, lending a lonely feel to the sound of a Nightingale's song, or wood smoke drifting up, the feather weight haze of it outlined against a flaring blue sky deepening into indigo as the last of the light fades down behind stark, black mountain peaks. There be something of magic about such airs and sights, something ineffably beautiful, hauntingly sad, aching the heart from the wonderful sight and feel of it all. We be in love with life I think, and all its tiny nuances. Historian I be, with a linger slip piece of poet inside my head. And not a hope in the world of ever being able to find the right words to express or release the haunt of wonder that ever abides within my scrawny house of flesh.
We came down from the foothills and made camp for the night about the edge of a forest we must pass through to reach the plains beyond. That much we knew, and little else.
Of the Pobal Na Cloch, three thousand men, women and children, came down from the mountains, five hundred of our number trained warriors. Though it is true, should need arise, every child, every man and woman, aged, infirm, capable or otherwise would fight. We are free people and would die in defence of our right to remain so.
That night, a blanket around my shoulders, I sat alone beneath the stars, staring up at a thin crescent moon, thinking on where the Pobal Na Cloch would be, when next we celebrated Féile-Beatha, the Festival of Life (25-26th  December). Apart from celebrating marriage, or the completion of warrior training and one or two other minor events, the Féile-Beatha, was our only major celebration. Held once each year, the festival lasts for two days and nights. It is a time of feasting, drinking, chasing girls and exchanging gifts between family and friends. The first day is given over to games, foot racing, wrestling, displays of individual warrior skills, the whole of it, full of laughter. With much eating and drinking between events, and young warriors strutting around, showing off their finery and any bit and piece of gold or silver jewellery they might have. Wealth we do not covet unless it can be worn.
Some years ago a trader came into the mountains offering gemstones in trade for anything of worth we might have. Later, when his trading was all done I struck up a conversation with him, gleaning what information he might have, of lands beyond the mountains. Eventually our conversation turned to wealth and I asked in a polite way, what he did with his.
'I save it,' he told me.
'What for,' I replied.
'Well,' he countered, 'if'n I keep on making profitable trips, one day I will be a rich man.'
'Why?' I asked, 'what use are riches if you don't do anything with them? Are you,' I inquired, 'planning to use your wealth to help those of your people less fortunate than yourself?'
He gave me a long slow look and asked in a kindly voice, if'n I was soft in the head.
One of his trail guards laughed and made a scathing comment concerning my intelligence, which I ignored.
To the trader, I said softly, 'Wealth means different things to different people. We of the stone have no use for its accumulation. What we do not need, is held in common for the good of all our people. There are,' I continued, 'no poor or hungry ones amongst us, no orphans or starveling widows.'
'Aye, and you be daft in the head as well,' sneered the same trail guard.
That one was beginning to annoy me, again I ignored him and said to the trader, 'Does your pursuit of wealth bring you happiness?'
He smiled at me then, 'Yes,' he replied smugly, 'it surely does and that's the truth.'
'Then pursue it my friend,' I told him and clapped him on the back.
By this time Aratus and a few of his friends had strolled over, so we all sat down around the trader's fire, swapping stories, eating and drinking in a friendly way with the trader and his guards.
The one who had earlier sneered at me, sat off to one side, scowling into his wine jar, and every now and again throwing me murderous looks. Why? I'm sure I don't know. Perhaps it had to do with my size. Some men enjoy beating, or verbally bullying others smaller than they. It is a cruel and stupid foolishness we of the stone strive to avoid.
Of course I knew what would follow, some things are inevitable I fear. Though I do what I can to avoid such situations, there are times when I willingly rise to the bait. Aratus tells me I have a warrior's heart, but I do not think so. Crazy in the head would be more like it, I'm thinking.
Failing to anger me with words, the trader's trail guard would soon attempt outright physical intimidation of that I was sure. Even so, I continued to ignore him and that perhaps was a mistake.
I am not a large man and somewhat on the thin side with an inclination towards study, hence my choice of profession, historian. However, I do spend time, now and again on the training field, I am both fast and light on my feet and possess a strength of arm quite out of keeping to my size and weight. It is usually enough, but then, sometimes it is not.
The hour had grown quite late, when suddenly the scowling man lunged to his feet, stared at me and said, 'All you own are fancy words, think yer clever eh,' he sneered. 'I Think yer nuthin' but a dumb arsed piece of stinking mountain trash.'
The air suddenly grew colder. Everyone sat quiet and still, the insult deadly to us all. Harshly the trader ordered his man to sit down and shut up. 'We are guests here,' he said and --- '
The guard interrupted, his voice thick and heavy with a kind of contemptuous brutality I ever fail to understand. 'Stand up little man,' he pointed towards me, 'if'n yer a man at all,' he leered, straddle legged, one hand resting on the hilt of his sword as he challenged me to face him in combat.
Something hot and wild surged through me, aching my guts, pounding inside my head. I could not with honour refuse, nor had I any inclination of doing so.
Aratus leaned back, hands clasped behind his head, face creased with a slight knowing smile.
A cool wind sighed through my hair as I slowly climbed to my feet. The trader's trail guards had, I noticed, a worried look about them. They were after all, only five midst a town of hundreds.
Stepping around the fire I faced the scowling man, standing head and shoulders above me. The only weapon I carried, was a long, thin bladed belt knife. I stood in silence, gazing up into the man's eyes, waiting for him to make his move. Moments stretched out, those gathered about the fire hardly daring to breathe. A sudden gust of wind fanned the flames and then, he pulled his sword free with a rasping ring of metal and lunged. Dancing aside, I slipped my blade into his guts with a twisting motion and left it there. He stared down at the hilt protruding from his body, with a look of stunned disbelief spreading across his face, as I calmly sat down by the fire and said not a word. It was not a thing I enjoyed doing, and to this day I regret my action.
Later that night, the trader and his guards, minus one, packed up and stole silently away. The trader never returned.
Staring up at the distant stars, I wondered again, when next the Pobal Na Cloch might celebrate the Féile-Beatha, the Festival of Life.
'No,' I whispered softly into the night, 'if I had not killed him, he would surely have killed me, and for what?' I asked myself. 'For nothing, nothing at all,' my inner voice answered way back in my head, 'for nothing.' Nothing at all beyond a cruel measure of an ignorant man's need to hurt and humiliate someone he considered to be weaker than he. Now he is dead and I am not. Strangely, memory of the incident haunts me still. Though why it should do so, I do not know, perhaps I never will. I am an historian, and that is all I care to be. It is enough — only — now and again I think it is not, though what else I should be, I cannot say. It worries me, I know so little, and of spirit even less.
The morning following our safe descent from out the mountains, Aratus led the Pobal Na Cloch, People of the Stone, deep into the forest.
My first thought upon entering the forest, was that the trees have a thirsty look about them.
Of the two tribes known to inhabit the woodlands, we could find not a trace of either one. Aratus ordered scouts to probe deep into the forest in search of the tribes, or some evidence that might explain their sudden disappearance, if indeed it was sudden. The deeper we penetrated the forest depths the more convinced I became that the tribes had gone long and long ago. No trace did we find of old camps. No recent trails and no animals, at least none that could be eaten. The forestland was, I realised, dying. The once moist climate now dry, receiving I guessed, only an odd shower or two during winter, where once, the rains had fallen on and off the whole year long. Unable to adapt to the changing climatic conditions, the trees were slowly dying, along with plant life, animals and birds. What then, I wondered, would we find beyond the forest, or was it only here in the forestlands. As Ashan was fond of saying, 'it be something to think on.'
Our trek through the land of trees should have taken no more than twelve days. But then, we had counted on using guides from the tribes and, more importantly, replenishing our fast diminishing supplies of food and water. No streams or bubbling springs did we find, not even a stagnant pond, only dust and a promise of more.
The forest floor continued dry, arid and sandy, where once a richness of leaf clutter cushioned the tread of booted feet. Wagon wheels ground and lurched over rocky streambeds and through shallow dusty hollows that once were lakes, full of fish and waterfowl, and other bits and pieces of teeming life.
Now and again Aratus called a halt, whilst axemen cleared away fallen trees, whose roots could no longer find purchase or sustenance in the sandy soil. A sad, desolate sight it was, full of hazy sunlight filtering down through stark leafless trees in slanting columns and shafts of dusty yellow light, as the air about us, rang with the sharp thudding echo of axe blades biting deep into limbs and trunks of brittle dead wood.
Who would have thought it possible for a climate to change so drastically, between one lifetime and the next. It is something I have never thought on before. Little wonder then, that the tribes left their homeland. Thinking no doubt, that the continuing dry was punishment from their gods, for this or that infringement of worship, or lack of it.
It be hard to understand why otherwise intelligent men think in such a way, and we of the Pobal Na Cloch in another. Forbidden to question what they are taught as children, and as they grow, continue in much the same way, questioning nothing, accepting as truth anything they are told to accept. Why? It made no sense to me, none at all. Something is wrong I fear, amongst those who be not Pobal Na Cloch.
I have spoken of this, now and again, to many a trader passing through our mountains, until they started avoiding me that is. Over the years, of them all, only Naron, an elderly trader in wool and hides, from a distant land far and away to the north, was ever willing to while away a night or two in pleasant talk of gods and such like. Possessing something of an inquisitive nature, I am ever interested in adding any bit and piece of knowledge to my own small store.
'Who is your God,' Naron once asked, as we sat around a small fire, sharing a jug of wine. It was one of those long golden summer evenings, when true darkness hovers, and yet never seems to fall. A warm breeze sighed its way through the valley, carrying a faint sound of children's voices happy at play. From a nearby bakehouse, a smell of hot bread, fresh from the oven, combined with wood smoke to add an elusive aroma to the balmy evening air. Eventually, the golden light would fade as long purple shadows flowed over the hills and down the flanks of distant mountains.
Soon, the last of the grain would be in, and our small patchwork fields laid bare. There is a special kind of magic to be seen about a field of ripe grain, bending before a small wind, all gleaming and bright with silver moonlight shadows, and that other special time, when the moon sits atop a mountain peak, all fat and swollen and glowing soft butter yellow. It hangs there, as though suspended by a neck chain forged of stars. I sit then, often the whole night through, until the moon pales into dawn. All soft butter yellow flushed with pink and the dark of mountain stone glowing dusky red.
Awed by so much beauty, I can almost understand why some do worship the sun and others the moon. Such sights shiver me through and sigh the spirit of me down inside my head, and I wonder, is nature then, what some do call the creator, and we the children of nature's garden.
'Who is your god?' Naron asked politely.
'We of the Pobal Na Cloch, do not have a god,' I told him.
'Come now Gildas,' he chided gently, 'all nations have gods.'
'Oh do they,' I retorted, 'do they really, and yet you sit here amongst a people who do not.'
His face wore a puzzled look as though the concept was too new, too forward to be easily understood. 'You must worship something Gildas,' he pointed away to his right, or you would not have built yon temple and there would be no priests within.'
'Ah, there you have me Naron. We do indeed revere what is housed within the temple, but not in the same way that you pay homage and kneel down in prayer to gods and goddess's. And your faith,' I added, 'is a fearful thing. Tell me Naron, why do your people burn children? Why do you sacrifice your own people?'
'If we did not, the gods would destroy us,' he replied.
'Oh! Would they?' I added sarcastically, 'I thought they were already doing so. I like you Naron, I really do, but surely you do not believe murdering children will keep you safe from some bloody minded god you never meet.'
Naron leaned forward, peering at me intently. 'What I believe, and what I say I believe, are two completely different things.'
He looked around, making sure none of his own people sat close enough to overhear our conversation and said in a passionate, throbbing voice. 'The practice is vile, vile and if the temple priests should come to learn of my thoughts, they would have me stretched across the altar, knife and blood-cup at my throat in an instant. Indeed,' he continued, 'it is the priests who promulgate the necessity of human sacrifice, using temple soldiers to enforce their will upon the people.'
'And your king,' I asked incredulously, 'he allows this, this butchery to continue?'
'Of course,' replied Naron sadly, 'one ever supports the other, the common folk no more than grist between the millstones of the two. It is ever thus,' he sighed. 'I know of no nation, except for your own, who be free of such abominations.'
'Your life be truly fearful,' I said soft voiced, 'is it not better to die than live so wretched a life?'
The trader stared at me in horror for even suggesting such a thing.
'Well, is it not?' I prompted.
'No,' he replied quietly, 'it is better I think to cling to life no matter how wretched life might be.'
'And yet you buy your life through sacrifice of innocent children,' I replied somewhat tartly.
His eyes took on a terrible haunted look as though some weirding lurked inside burning out his soul. 'It is true what men say about you Gildas,' he said gruffly as he gazed into the fire. Listening no doubt to the screams of helpless children being thrown atop some priestly pyre. He raised his head, tortured eyes staring into mine. 'Traders do say, beware of Gildas, Scribe Man to the People of the Stone.'
He spoke softly, all the while gazing into my eyes. 'When you killed the trail guard, word went out amongst our kind. "Avoid Gildas, he be quick with a knife and beware his words they be more dangerous still." '
'So,' I breathed out softly, 'that is why most all the traders who enter the valley, avoid me.'
'Aye,' replied Naron, looking away and then back again. 'Your questions have caused more than one to doubt the veracity of long held beliefs. Did you not know?'
'No,' I replied, 'of course not. How could I? I simply asked a question or two in the way that we do amongst the people when we be uncertain of why someone acts in a strange way. It seems to me,' I said slowly, 'my words sow doubt only where doubt already exists. Strange is it not,' I continued, 'you think me evil for questioning the very existence of your god, and I think your kind to be evil for the slaughtering of your own, in the belief that murder grants unto you a continuation of life. Yet you have never seen your god or heard his voice. You carve statues in the likeness of what you consider your god looks like. They be terrible, frightening things. Men I think, create their own gods, in their own likeness and if the god be dark and bloody, look to those who worship him, are they not also dark and bloody?'
'Stop,' pleaded Naron, throwing up his hands, 'no more Gildas, I beg of you, no more.'
What became of Naron, I cannot say. I never saw him again. I like to think he found somewhere else to live. Some place safe and quiet, ruled over by a gentle, kindlier god. Knowledge of the way of the spirit and its seeking, so natural, so inimitable to the Pobal Na Cloch and yet, the thought of it be so alien to others. Why is this I wonder? How is it that knowledge, so commonplace to some, remains completely unknown to others? How is it possible to spiral so low the blood of children becomes worthy exchange for life? Can they not hear their own inner voice? Do they ignore its call? Perhaps, though I cannot believe this to be true. Do they not know it is there? No, no, such be an absurdity, of course they know, how can they not, when it be the very core of the fundamental awareness of self. Even so, something is wrong. Something terrible has gone wrong with the world beyond our mountains. Something dark walks out there I'm thinking. Stalking humankind like some vast unseen predator and yet Naron admitted he had no spirit memory of tenancy in any previous house of flesh. How sad that is, and frightening, to know you have only memory of one immediate life. Nor do I know the reason why. I be historian only, and no forward thinker or priestling. Nor do I care to ponder why. Except for the Pobal Na Cloch, so many be caught in a darkling trap. It shivers me through and through and through. Praise be, we are of the stone.
Stark the forest was, and drear with tree death. The sun a glowing, smoky crimson ball above, swirling clouds of gritty choking dust. Throats aching from thirst, tongues dry like old cracked leather. Wagons creaked and groaned over stones and through sandy hollows. Oxen bellowed in protest, straining against wide wooden collars. Children scampered and ran, dodging this way and that in an endless game of tag, oblivious to the heat, dust and thirst. Shrieking with delight, when ever a particularly fleet of foot runner was tagged.
And still we had not reached the dead forest's edge. We saw no birds, no animals, and of water there was none. Only dry sand beneath our feet, puffing up like powder about us all, coating everything in a layer of choking dust.
Aratus was magnificent, prowling about like a hungry mountain lion, urging stragglers on. Cajoling some, threatening others with dire retribution if they didn't stop complaining and catch up with the main body.
Even so, sunset of the sixteenth day of our journey found Aratus weary beyond all measure. His face lined with fatigue, the great booming voice of him reduced to a rasping whisper. Determined he was, knowing full well the importance of keeping the Pobal Na Cloch together and moving.
We made camp that night in a dry lakebed, the wide, circular depression mute testimony to the dramatic change in climate of this fearful land.
That night, sitting alone beneath the silvery light of a high riding moon, I silently wondered what kind of land it was we journeyed towards. All about me, dead trees bathed in moonlight, stood in silent accusation. Stark sentinels waiting to fall beneath an uncaring sky. Full of bits and pieces of broken light glittering like shattered ice about the cold white orb of the moon.
Would the new land be fertile, or dry as dust? What of our dream to build a broad city of stone? Be our dreams foolish or otherwise, without dreams we be no more than husks, bereft of any certain continuity of life. Long the night was, and silent.
The next morning the sun came up from out the east, like a punishment, all red and blistered looking.
Groaning, I swallowed a mouthful of warm brackish water and prepared to move out. Suddenly, cries and shouts swept through the camp like wild fire before a strong wind and then, to my amazement Aratus came striding by, bellowing out, that we were to remain in camp for the day, 'Rest,' he shouted, 'and eat, eat and drink your fill' — and so we did, and I not least amongst the feasting crowd.
After an absence of four days, a scout had returned that morning with the welcome news that we were only a two day march away from the edge of the dead forest. And, more importantly, he said there be water no more than a half days journey into the land beyond. Such welcome news filled the hearts of us all with quickening joy, and is it not ever that way, when all seems dark and drear, a glimmer of hope comes shining through from out the reach of yesterday's dreaming.
We broke free of the dead forest on the twentieth day of our journey.
The Pobal Na Cloch, People of the Stone, spread out over broad grassy plains, whose face shimmered here and there, with shallow lakes and ponds of blue-green water. The plains seemingly stretched out forever, broken by round small hills and jagged rocky outcrops. Warm winds sighed over the land, all witchy wild and free. Above, lazy white clouds drifted across a glorious sky of flawless blue. Shiny it was, and bright with sunlight the colour of river gold.
How could we not love such a land, or dream away our nights thinking on all we could achieve. We, who had always lived within the shadow and dominance of mountains were at last, truly free to unfetter thoughts long constrained by the haunt and grandeur of towering obdurate stone, and the willy wisp mists that sometimes cling like a shroud about distant mountain peaks. Sometimes a shimmer shift trick of light makes the mist about the peaks glow a soft cool shade of palest blue. Then winds would come and tatter it all and the magic would swift be gone.
It was agreed, this land would be our home. Here we would build our city of stone. We numbered some three thousand men, women and children, of which about five hundred be fully trained warriors.
The Pobal Na Cloch, People of the Stone, did not then realise there would be a price to pay for freedom. One day, when the centuries creaked with age, and their descendants thought the great city would endure forever and they would always be, the best of the best.

That night we celebrated journey's end with boisterous enthusiasm. Consuming vast quantities of precious food supplies. Washing it all down with cup after cup of honey mead. Strong drink it is, soon taking the wits out of a man's head and rendering him senseless. Still and all, it was a grand, rowdy night we made of it. What with the dancing and the fine voiced singing and the odd fight or two. Some of the young warriors made reckless with the drink, were foolish enough to step forward and challenge Aratus to a bout or two of wrestling. Aratus, himself wearing a foolish grin said he would take on two at a time. And a grand sight it was, what with everybody cheering and laughing as Aratus hurled warriors every which way, and the great fire casting its ruddy glow over us all. Eventually, the warriors, about eight of them I think, stood off to one side all bruised and sore, and then they charged as one, bowling Aratus over, and then appealing to us, with gales of laughter to concede them at least a partial victory if only on the grounds that they had managed to knock Aratus off his feet.
What with the drink and food and the dancing we all slept well that night, in fact, too well. Awakening at dawn to find the whole of us hemmed in by silent, grim faced warriors. Armed they were, with sword and shield and helm, and from the look of them everyone a seasoned fighting man. Whatever fumes of wine remained, quickly disappeared as we scrambled for weapons in shocked surprise.
If not for Aratus our dream of building a splendid city of stone would have died that day, along with most of the Pobal Na Cloch. His example set our hearts on fire with angry pride that burnt away any bit and piece of fear we might be feeling, as we realised we were not only surrounded but also vastly outnumbered.
Eberittes, they were, a fierce, dark haired people who worshipped the god Eber. Their king taking on the god's name whilst ever he held the throne. The Eberittes lived in a squalid little town built of mud bricks. The whole of it dominated by a huge temple, dedicated to the worship of Eber, whose priests and their unsavoury reputations were known to us by way of trader’s gossip. We could expect no mercy here. Those of us not killed, would be enslaved and later sacrificed one by one to the Eberitte god. It is said, Eberitte priests fashioned their god from out rites of dark dreaming, infusing the cold stone with a semblance of life drawn out from the blood of sacrificial victims.
Heart thudding, I staggered to my feet, hand groping blindly for a weapon and realised, to my dismay, that we were indeed heavily outnumbered.
Then came Aratus striding amongst us issuing soft voiced commands as he slowly and quietly gathered our five hundred. The women and children needed no urging, moving swiftly they grabbed up what they could as they moved back and away, leaving Aratus and his small band, of which, I, though no warrior, was one, standing alone. As we gathered together, a middle sized arrogant looking man detached himself from the Eber ranks and strode forward, halting a few paces in front of Aratus, who calmly eyed him up and down and asked in a polite voice, what it was he might be wanting.
The Eberitte's face flushed a dull angry red. 'Want,' he spluttered, 'you dare to ask ME, what I want, you great stupid oaf — ARE YOU BLIND? Three thousand warriors face you — AND YOU DARE TO ASK ME — WHAT I WANT.'
The Eber king was obviously unused to lesser mortals asking anything. In other circumstances his strutting arrogance would have reduced me to helpless mirth, however this be not one of those other circumstances. It was, I knew, about as dangerous a situation as we were ever likely to meet. My throat felt dry and tight as I nervously fingered my long knife.
'I ask you again,' Aratus said in a cool, even voice, 'what is it you're wanting?'
The Eber king drew in a deep breath and said in a voice, high with outrage. 'Go back to your mountains fool, and I may let you live.' He pointed towards our huddle of women and children — 'and take those stinking turds with you.'
Aratus stiffened, the face of him tight and still.
No one moved or spoke as a terrible weight of silence fell about us all. So quiet it was, I swear, I could hear the pound of my heart thudding against the wall of my chest. And oh, but a fine mad fury was smouldering in the guts of us all. I could feel it, aye, and taste it too. Aratus now, long have I known him, friends we be from childhood. He is one of those men, who are slow to anger. And yet, when angry he does not rant and rave or foam at the mouth like some berserker. He stands very still and quiet and the eyes of him look right through you. Beware then, oh yes indeed, beware then of Aratus.
The sun had begun its climb. The warmth of its rays seeping into my flesh along with the horrifying thought that we were outnumbered by at least six to one. This was not turning out to be a good day.
Smiling nastily the Eber king said, 'Leave some few of your women behind and I,' he offered magnanimously, 'swear by all the gods to allow at least some of you to live, minus your peckers that is. It wouldn't do to have you breeding more mountain scum would it now,' he leered.
Aratus stared down at the man in shocked disbelief. The eyes of him like chips of ice, hard, shiny and sharp.
Oblivious to the compounding effect of his insults, the Eberitte stared hungrily at our women, like a dog drooling over succulent bones. That we might object violently to his obscene demands seemed not to have entered his head at all.
To be a king is a fine thing, to ridicule and insult be a mindlessness of stupidity. Seemingly, the Eberitte king was all that, and more. With a contemptuous sneer curling about his mouth, he spun on his heel and strode away, saying curtly, 'Give me your women and you may live.'
Suddenly Aratus called after him, his voice loud and clear on the still quiet air. 'Three thousand is not enough little man, he roared out, IT BE — NOT ENOUGH'
The Pobal Na Cloch greeted his words with a full throated scream of approval that seemed to shake the very air. Warriors in twos and threes began a shuffling dance, whirling sword and spear as booted feet slapped the earth.
A sudden look of fear, flickered across the Eberitte's faces as they stared at the mad men from the mountains.
And then, taking the initiative, Aratus held his sword aloft, and swept it down like a final doom. The long blade catching the sun's rays arced with fire.
We did not come as invaders to take what others claimed. We came down from the mountains in search of a new home and here on this broad plain there be enough and more than enough land for all.
Now it is that a haughty Eberitte King offers to make whores of our wives and daughters and sacrificial victims of our warriors. What conceit is this! What grievous insult to our name, we are Pobal Na Cloch, People of the Stone, and he is but a king, bound to the armed might and number of his warriors.
Irrespective of numbers, when you have no knowledge of the fighting skills of those you threaten, it is a false conceit at best. Nor was the secret of true forging known to the Eberittes. Their blades brittle and clumsy compared to our longer, heavier and more supple blades of iron.
The mouth of the Eber King was the cause of his own ruin. The Pobal Na Cloch, People of the Stone, fell on the Eberittes like hungry mountain cats. Hacking, slashing, screaming out war cries with a fierce, savage joy.
Five hundred warriors, hair long and unbound, tore down the Eberitte's front ranks and flowed amongst the enemy. I did what I could, which was little enough, still an' all, I gave good account of myself. Surviving the first wild charge was always a thing of chance and fancy for one as small and light as I. However once the initial shock of contact was made, size thereon counted for little, and I have ever had a way with the blade.
Shield slamming against shield, parry, thrust, weave and feint. The air a weight of heat and screaming, shouting voices. Confusion. A whirling melee of men intent upon the death of others. Cries of shocked disbelief. Eberitte warriors standing, staring in stunned outrage at the carnage we wrought amongst them. As Pobal blades sliced through the Eberitte's brittle weapons, my own long knife, though light and narrow of blade, cut with delightful, surprising ease, through shield and helm to the bone beneath.
Hot, wild work it was, and me with the mad rush of blood in my head. Time has a weirding way about it during battles. You think you have almost fought the sun down from the sky. Yet when all be over, you stand there slack jawed and gasping, staring up at a sun that scarce seems to have moved at all. And this day turned out to be stranger than any that had gone before, at least so it seemed to me, though I dare say others found it not so strange.
I stood alone, hot sunlight beating down on my head, the throat of me raw from shouting. Suddenly, Eberitte warriors backed away, throwing down broken swords and shields sliced almost in half, with growls of disgust. Before I could decide what to do, a murmur of sound swept through the Eber ranks like a strong wind. Suddenly, soldiers in there hundreds were standing unarmed. Hands outstretched, palm upwards to show they held no weapon. Puzzled, I turned round, and there he was.
Aratus, standing head and shoulders above the Eberittes, was holding the dripping head of their king high in the air, so that all might plainly see. From the look of it, Aratus had taken the head with one clean blow, and with that blow brought an end to the killing (for which he has my eternal gratitude).
My heart went out to him as he stood, face lathered in sweat and dirt. The copper coloured hair of him all long and unbound, glowing like some fiery forge beneath dusty sunlight, eyes blazing in triumph as he yelled again and again for the Pobal Na Cloch to cease their pantherish attacks on the yielding enemy.
The Eberittes lost a thousand warriors during the first few heartbeats of our manic attack. The stunned survivors standing in loose silent knots facing towards us as we regrouped. Aratus threw the dripping head down with a look of disgust on his face and slowly, slowly restored order, commanding men to carry our few score dead away from the battlefield. Willing hands complied in laying the broken bodies down with tender loving care, leaving the oiling of the empty houses to wailing wives and lovers.
Later, we would erect a huge hero's cairn over our fallen and then bury the cairn beneath a huge earthen mound, its entrance facing east, towards the rising sun. Of wounded we had but a handful.
We carried our dead away midst an awful silence that lay like cerements over the Eberitte warriors. Oddly, the Eberittes made no attempt to remove their own dead. Strange it was and disturbing. I sensed there was something here we had yet to understand, some bit and piece beyond our ken.
When all was done, I joined Aratus. Standing by his side, with the whole of the Pobal Na Cloch gathered behind us. Staring stony eyed at the Ebers, wondering what they were going to do. Indeed, not one of their number had turned away or fled the battlefield. They seemed to be waiting. For what, I could not even begin to guess.
A narrow strip of land, about twenty paces wide separated our two groups.
The sun burned hot. Sweat trickled down my face, the salt taste of it adding to my raging thirst, Aratus standing tall and straight beneath the sun, the face of him devoid of all expression. How does he do that, I wondered not for the first time? He had the way of it during our youth. His sometimes cold, expressionless face, absurd as it may sound, stopped many a boyhood fight from developing into an honour bound blade affair. Something to do with the spirit of him, I shouldn't wonder and the way his eyes sometimes looked right through you.
Still was the hour, and quiet. Heat rolled down from out a hazy blue sky, setting distant hills to shimmer and dance. How long we stood in silence, I cannot say, I was, I think, a little heat stunned and somewhat unnerved by the strange turn of events. Aratus, I knew would not speak until one from the Eber ranks stepped forward and made known, what their intentions might be.
Until then, we could not assume the battle was truly over, and so we waited. The Pobal Na Cloch possesses the uncanny ability to remain silent and motionless for long periods of time when such is needed. It wears an enemy down and preys on nerves, often prompting an enemy into making a fatal mistake. And so — we waited.
The sun had passed its zenith when, to my profound relief, a stocky, grey haired man, with the look of a seasoned veteran about him, stepped forward. The face of him cracked and seamed like old dried out leather. Even so, despite his years, the body of him had the easy movement about it of a much younger man. He approached with an easy walk, eyes clear and unafraid as he came to a halt, a few paces distant from Aratus.
He stood in silence for a few moments and then said, 'I am Ektan, Commander of Three Thousand,' he smiled slightly, 'spokesman now for what remains.' He looked directly at Aratus, 'Are you king of your people?'
'No,' replied Aratus softly, his face relaxing, 'I be an elected leader only, and when need for me has passed, I will be unelected.'
Ektan frowned, 'I am not sure I understand?'
'All you need to understand Eberitte is that I speak for the Pobal Na Cloch,' Aratus replied crisply. 'What,' he continued, 'do you propose?'
Ektan drew himself up. 'I come to you not out of fear, despite your superior weapons. We are warriors,' he said proudly, 'however,' he continued in a mild voice, 'we have agreed amongst ourselves, and this you should know ----- .'
The Eberitte, Ektan, revealed a hideous secret to us. The like of which, we of the Pobal Na Cloch had no knowledge of. Indeed, the very notion of its existence be anathema to us. That Ektan and his soldiers lived with the weight of it inside their heads and yet retained sanity, was both a wonder and haunt.
Later, we gave the Eberittes what we could spare of food and water. Whilst they ate and drank, we spoke amongst ourselves of what should be done. After much debate the whole of the people reached agreement. We all stood then, and sang a praise song to the darkening sky. Lovely was the song with a rich, sweet sound to it that fair set the throat to aching. The Ebers had never heard such harmony, and stared at us with moist eyes. Evening song is like that sometimes. When the sky is all streaky black and red with fading light, and the little winds of the day have fallen away leaving a warm hush behind that echoes the voice and the sound of tiny silver bells that some of the children do like to ring. The whole of it is enchantment. A rare kind of visual and sensory magic not easily explained to any who have not stood by our sides during evensong and the ringing of the nine silver bells.
So it was, that between the rising and the setting of the sun, we went from battle to kinship.
Long ago it was, and as fine a thing as we have ever done. The memory of it all, and what came after, is as fresh today as when I lived it so very long ago. We, of the stone, are a long lived race, and I have lived longer than most. Twenty eight summers had I breathed, when we fought the Eberittes. Now, whilst I write of what I know, warmth of my one hundred and forty fifth summer lays gentle hands about my flesh.
It is given to some to know when they will die. This will be my last summer, my house of flesh, all but worn out, the eyes squint when I write, and the hand of me is no so steady. Where did my strength go? It bled away I think, drop by drop with each passing year.
Aratus is dead. He died like a hero beneath the swords of our enemies, mounds of dead, mute testimony to the price they paid. There is a statue of Aratus. It stands in the main square, proudly defiant beneath the sun. No statues are carved for historians, so I daresay I will be soon forgotten. I do not think I will be historian when next I am tenant of a newborn house. A protector of knowledge perhaps, but no historian, it be a thankless, lonely task at best, and those who come after, forever doubting the veracity of what they read.
When we invited Ektan and his soldiers to join with us. It was on the understanding that they learn our ways and truly became Pobal Na Cloch. Not a one of them refused. Indeed, they embraced our ways with a heart warming enthusiasm that was at times difficult to contain. Nor did they come alone. Many of them having families, lovers and friends who, Ektan assured us would be only too pleased to flee the cruel, bloody rule of the temple priests and their puppet kings.
So it was that a mixed lot of Eberittes and Pobal Na Cloch slipped into the Eber town under cover of darkness and whisked away families, friends and loved ones. The People of the Stone acting as guards throughout the night, bringing up the rear, as hundreds of Eberittes fled into the dawn.
Ektan, who's entire family had died screaming in the sacrificial flames of temple fires, warned Aratus to be prepared.
He said, 'When the priests realise the king is dead and most of us have fled, they will follow my friend, and they be savage fighters.'
'How many will come?' asked Aratus.
Ektan thought for a moment and then said, 'The great temple is home to about three hundred priests and priest kin, of soldiers,' he sighed, 'more than a thousand, I fear.'
Aratus grinned, early morning light slanting the brown-green veldt in bits and pieces of emerald and amber. Cool the morning. Pale the sky, the smudgy, red-gold horizon hinting at heat to come. One day the grasslands would be desert, but not yet, not yet.
The Eberittes ran towards an unhoped for freedom, and we of the Pobal Na Cloch, trailed after.
Two hundred warriors of the stone with about seven hundred Eberittes, all we could arm with what spare weapons we had. Aratus held command with Ektan his second. We marched at a slow, leisurely pace. Wanting as much distance as we could get between the fleeing Eberitte's families and whatever bit of battle was to come. We would hold the priest warriors, long enough to ensure the runaways reached the safety of our camp. At least that was the idea. Though it crossed my mind that Aratus and Ektan intended something else altogether. What with Ektan's talk of priests raiding our camp for sacrificial victims, if'n we did indeed settle where now we camped.
'They will come,' he said, 'in the dead of night, and carry off one or two of the people at a time, until your numbers be too few to resist an all out attack. However, he amended, now that we too are of the people, that will not happen. Though I fear me, our numbers will not deter sporadic night raids.'
To which Aratus replied with a grin, 'Well, we can't be havin' that now, can we?'
About midday we spotted a dust cloud heading towards us, the kind raised by marching feet.
Aratus called a halt and wheeled us about.
'Now we wait,' he said in a flat emotionless voice.
Later, when we could see the enemy, weapons gleaming in the sun. Aratus spoke in a loud voice so all might hear. Not a breath of wind stirred the air, or chilled the edge of sunlight, thick with the buzz and hum of insects as he spoke, the eyes of him hard and shiny, like damp river stones.
'They will come at us in a single body,' he said, in the expectation that we will do the same. We will not. Once the enemy are committed to a charge, we will encircle and destroy them.' His voice had a hard, rough sound to it. 'No quarter,' he said, 'kill them all,' he turned away then, facing north, towards the fast approaching army.
The enemy did not even pause. Led by a group of tall, wild eyed priests, the mass of them hurtled towards us in a pounding frenzy of foam mouthed hate.
We killed them and left their bodies to rot, food for vultures and kites and other small gnawing things. The Ebers amongst us, led by Ektan, swung their new weapons in grim silence as the sun slowly slid down the sky, bathing the terrible scene in a deep ruddy glow.
When it was done, we cleaned our weapons and walked away without a backward glance. It had not been so much a battle as something that had to be done if ever we were to know a measure of peace, and having done it, we walked on. Somewhere far behind, a lion coughed. No doubt the smell of blood would draw many a predator, if they could stomach priest flesh that is.
We built our city of stone.
Through war, drought and famine, through seasons of peace and plenty. Sixty years we laboured.
And I, Gildas, have left record of it all, though I doubt those who come after will believe half of what we accomplished.
And as we built — we fought.
And as we tilled the soil — we fought.
And as our ladies gave birth — we fought.
Two years it was, before the first of the plains nations cast jealous eyes towards our land, attacking when the last of the harvest was in. No doubt it was planned that way, the great dry had not yet begun, though it is true the desert ever crept towards our farmlands.
It was the Mercittes who came first, and then every two or three years after another nation would try.
Of course we broke them.
We broke them all one by one. And those few of our enemies to survive fled deep into the northern wastelands, becoming nomadic sheep herder's. Who once lived in town and village, only to become consumed by jealousy and greed and the exhortations of petty kings and tyrants, who hungered for power and ownership of what others had achieved. They paid the price of trying to take what the Pobal Na Cloch refused to give.
Seemingly it never enters the heads of such witless madmen to gain what they want through peaceful trade. They must always be wanting the whole of what others have, and more, always more. What is the matter with these people, surely they cannot all be sense fled.
They wander cruel lands now, small broken tribes ever bemoaning their fate, unmindful, or so it seems, that they be the cause of their own ruin.
The Mercittes began it, they who claim to worship the Mercy Stone. A strange piece of black rock, that is said to howl when improper judgement is passed. We broke the Mercittes, crossed the border into their land. Destroying town and village along the way we left nothing but ruin behind us. There was no other way. At least none we could think of. Ektan it was, who found the Mercy Stone, and smashed it to pieces. Though legend does say, the stone is whole again and hidden where no stranger might find it.
We had peace then, for a while that is, and then came the Godittes, an unwholesome tribe of bloody handed murderers, who consider anyone not of their kind to be enemies. The Goditte campaign was a vicious brutal affair. A sickening lot they were, fond of torture and the screams of men in mortal agony.
Finally, after a full season of small, brutal battles, we brought the entire Goditte army to bay outside the walls of their town. Broke them we did, pushing the Godittes back, we broke them against the crumbling walls of their own filthy, refuse strewn hovels.
I am not a warrior by profession or inclination. I be simply historian to the Pobal Na Cloch, and therefore required to attend battles so that I might faithfully record what transpires. I am not required to fight, historians be scribblers not warriors. However, I am at times my own worst enemy. Small and light though I be, the wild charge, the roar and shout of war cries, and that other thunderous din of shield slamming against shield beneath hot, smoky sunlight, doth ever set my blood to singing. Blades gleam and flash and I find myself leaping forward, long knife swinging, screaming out some long forgotten cry of ancient warriors, the sense of me gibbering inside my head, riding a roaring rush and pound of hot singing blood surging through my body like some irresistible rising tide. And when it is over, I look around and wonder how it is I came to be there.
Later, when the end of that long, brutal day slid down into dusk, some few of the Godittes escaped into the desert lands. That they did so, was a matter of supreme indifference to the Pobal Na Cloch.
We fought only to hold back and break the power of those who came against us, wanting to take by force all we had so far achieved. It was never our intent to wipe out all opposition to our rule, or claim the whole of the land. Though in hindsight, I can see how threatening our presence on the great plain came to be to others. Indeed, our initial intrusion unbalanced already unbalanced tribes even further, Pobal Na Cloch skills introducing too many variable unknowns into a vast area of superstitious ignorance and outright bloody savagery. Our mere presence on the plain, enough to threaten king, priest and warrior with irrevocable change, even so, I believe greed and envy, coupled with a lust for power and ownership, of our yet incomplete city, the like of which no man has seen before, to be the main drive of those who came against us.
Except for the Luddites that is, who not so long ago dwelt three days south of the city. We tried to live in peace with them, sending gifts of grain and meat. They drove our envoys away with stones and clubs and howls of manic derision.
We did not then know how head weird they were. As if they had little grasp of the ability to think outside a mind pattern set from birth. Some parents, I have noticed from time to time, pass on their own warped weave of mind to their children. It is contagious I think, like some unwholesome disease no healer can riddle. Of course I am probably wrong, but as Ashan is fond of saying, 'it be something to think on.'
The Luddites carried such dark practice to extremes of madness, we of the Pobal Na Cloch had never encountered before. Nor had we dreamed such dark twistings of new housed spirits possible. We have much to learn of this spirit twisting and ultimately — much to fear, the contamination of it all, far beyond our present ability to understand.
But then, I be historian only, possessing no more than a modicum of intelligence. Unlike the forward thinkers amongst us who, no doubt, have already riddled the way of it all, and possess far more than my own bit and piece of nothing in particular. Observations are, after all, dependant upon the ability of the observer to observe and I, not the brightest amongst them.
Eventually we began to kill the Luddites, we had no choice, even Aratus agreed to that, once the Luddites began to kill us.
The Luddites were fanatically and violently opposed to change, or innovations of any description and seemingly incapable of rational discourse with anyone other than their own kind. We all be guilty of such a failing from time to time, but do not, like Luddites, make a religion out of such a failing. To disagree with a Luddite is to invite immediate and often violent attack. When first they came to the city we allowed Luddite traders to wander freely amongst us. And in the interest of peace made no great issue of the grievous insult to our envoys. It was a mistake, and a bloody one at that.
Eventually of course, the people of the stone, grew tired of the Luddites pernicious ways and ordered them out and away from the city, admonishing the few amongst us, in no uncertain terms, never to return.
Blindly, we gave no thought to the uneasy violence ever present in Luddite nature. Indeed, why should we? They be tenants of their own house and right gladly accepted Pobal friendship bound by the sacred seal of food and drink. We of the stone should have known better, how incredibly foolish and naive that we did not. Of course, it is easy to look back down a season of memories and recognise moments of blindness. Not so easy I'm thinking, when, to avert war, you compromise self in the hope that peace and a somewhat loose kind of friendship will turn aside such ruin.
We tried, and we failed and there's an end to it. Sadly some few of our people died because of this. Now, as a nation of free people we have agreed — it will not happen again.
Driven out from the city, the Luddites journeyed south, towards their home, following a meandering trail that wound its way through and about Pobal Na Cloch farmlands. The dark ones called at six steadings along the way, asking for food and water, knowing full well our guest-laws forbid refusal of food and drink to travellers. No matter they be our enemy, if so they ask with peaceful intent, no Pobal Na Cloch will refuse. And though we had no liking for the Luddites we did not then think them to be war enemies.
To our horror, the dark ones repaid kindness with death. Six families butchered like autumn cattle. When news of the massacres reached the city, Aratus howled like a man in mortal pain, reached for his weapons and ran from the city. Ektan followed with some three hundred warriors at his back, all raging with grief and anger. Warriors know, soon or late they will die, weapons in hand, it is their choice, freely made.
Farmers are inviolate, no invader in his right mind kills farmers, else there be no food. What use then to seize lands when there be no one alive with knowledge to work it.
From that terrible day on, the Luddites were doomed. Living, they be dead. Only when they would die, remained to be answered.
Aratus ran the evil ones down, one by one and killed them as they fled across the plains.
Ektan and his three hundred caught up with Aratus on the eve of the third day as he prepared to launch a lone, sense fled attack against the Luddite town. Mad he was with rage and grief, some few of the slaughtered families being his especial friends.
Later, when Ektan related what happened, so that I might scribe it down, he said with awe in his voice, that not one amongst them spoke a word. Simply forming up behind Aratus as he led the attack with the last rays of the sun sparking behind them.
They left the town a smoking ruin, and of those of grand ideals who now and then cry shame for what was done when war had not been declared. Well, in truth blame not Aratus for what he did. Certainly we of the Pobal Na Cloch do not.
The utter destruction of the Luddites marked the beginning of an era of peace for us. An uneasy peace to be sure, however as the years bled evenly away, peace spread across the desert like a slow out gathering of trust.
Work on the city progressed rapidly. Seemingly to leap into the air, and at last I had hopes it be finished within my lifetime. Indeed, its walls towered above the plain like an unspoken promise of fulfillment, heartening it was, dream inspired and lovely.
We had thought to build a city capable of housing ten thousand, and then it became twenty thousand, thirty, until eventually we agreed amongst us to build a walled city capable of housing forty thousand, with enough spare land within its walls to build baths, shops, public buildings, market squares and whatever else may or may not be needed. We did not build homes to house forty thousand, our present numbers being no more than five or six thousand. Even so, we built for the future and simply allocated space for future expansion and contained it all within the boundary of the outer, defensive wall.
During our first few years of peace, far ranging Pobal envoys negotiated peace and trade treaties with the remaining five major desert tribes. There were of course, many minor tribes roaming the desert lands, nomadic and few in number, what cause had we to bother with such wanderers. The five major tribes more than passing strange as it was.
The Abelittes now, a fine handsome people who married when young and yet remained virginal (both males and females) for the whole of their life. Believing that only through abstinence of sex could spirit ascend the spiral. Of course, they realised that without procreation they be doomed. So it is that they buy unwanted children from the desert nomads and raise them as their own, thereby ensuring survival of both tribe and belief. They be an oddity to be sure and a curious one at that. Even so, the Abelittes are wondrous spinners and weavers, their goods in demand by The People of The City, as some do now call us.
The Daganittes be potters and plant men, knowing much of the earth and its secrets. They worship Dagan, who is a grain god much beloved by them, as for the Abaddonittes, they be a grim, surly people not given over much to smiling or boisterous behaviour. Their young men come early to warrior training and are soon hired out as free mercenaries. That is to say, they fight only for pay, and will not make bond, or contract with their employer. Should he run out of coin, the Abaddonittes will not fight, they simply walk away, hence their name, Abaddonittes. Surprisingly, when offered peace and trade they readily accepted, stating gruffly, that there be little profit to be gained from war. We fight to gain wealth, not lands, 'besides,' one elder added, 'what use to us a city of stone.'
I have seen the Abaddonittes fight, and cold, passionless fighters they are. Much feared are they, though it is in me to say, their very lack of passion would be their ruin should ever they come against the Pobal Na Cloch. Perhaps this they know, hence the alacrity of their agreement with us. Of course, I am probably wrong, but who is not from time to time.
Of them all, it is the Ademittes who are perhaps the strangest, and yet oddly the most likeable. In spite of their love of nudity or, because of it, they be a most agreeable people, much given to smiling, laughing and singing, though I doubt there lives one capable warrior amongst them. They practice nudity in accordance with their religion, of which I know little, except that it be a worship of nature. Certainly the orchards of the Ademittes bear fruit, unlike any other fruits known to us or the desert tribes, who then would want to attack them and destroy the only known source of such mouth watering lusciousness. Nor does anyone apart from the Ademittes, know the secrets of caring and tending for the trees. It is said, the trees will wither and die, if anyone other than an Ademitte tends them. They call their fruits Tears of the Sun (peaches).
However that may be, the Ademittes dwell in a long, wide, shallow valley, surrounded on all sides by a heat soaked ruin of sand and small broken stones. The valley is a wondrous place. Lush and green, and studded with groves of fruit trees from end to end. Three small mud brick towns cluster around three bubbling springs that according to the Ademittes have never run dry since first they entered the valley. The trees, they said, were already there, waiting. I like the Ademittes, who are never embarrassed by their nudity, even when meeting strangers, though I grant you, it can be quite disconcerting at times, especially when talking to a young woman, twenty or so summers old, their stories have a nice ring to them, open and without guile. Tall they be for desert folk, though I have heard them speak from time to time, of a long ago journey from a hot, moist land. Driven out they were by small, dark skinned invaders, wearing bright coloured lengths of cloth, wrapped around their heads like helms. What with the Ademittes being unwarlike and all, they had no choice but to flee, if'n they wanted to survive that is. Somewhere along the way a grandfather had a visioning dream of the valley, and where to find it. So it was they came to the valley footsore, thirsty and very much afraid. The valley, so the Ademittes claim, nurtured them as though some unseen guardian had taken them into its care. And there they stayed, growing crops, tending trees that bore globes of soft fleshed golden fruits, known as Tears of the Sun, indescribably sweet and juicy. The trees, they later realised, grew nowhere else but in this one isolated valley. The fruit became their wealth. Worth whatever they had a mind to ask, and yet, they ask little, beyond fair trade for what they need. Not so the traders, who carry the lush fruits off by the wagon load, and charge exorbitant prices at this and that village or town, and we of the city are ever willing to pay, what with the Ademittes being so likeable and all.
It is given to some, to know when a house of flesh, of which they be tenant, will breathe its last. It is a good thing to know. Enabling such fortunates to fill a measure of years with whatever it is they prefer to do. I be one such fortunate, and this summer will be my last. Nor do I cavil my going, my house is old and worn, somewhat creaky now and shaky in the legs, sight grows dim and the strength of me has long since bled away. Even so, there is yet a goodly bit to scribble, if'n those who come after are to know at least a bit and piece of the city's formative years. And reading, will they believe what they read, will they know, or care to remember that the Pobal Na Cloch, who came down from the mountains be incapable of writing untruths. Knowing the way of it has power enough to alter and sway the thinking of future tenants of flesh. The thought of it is frightening to us. Inherent implications horrendous, in that we would eventually live with the effect of our own past lies, when we are birthed again. So it is, we believe. If'n, of course, anyone bothers to read scribblings at all.
Indeed, much has already changed. The young men of the city no longer think of themselves as Pobal Na Cloch, People of the Stone. Now they strut (in the way that young men often do) and state with pride, that they be, Pobal Na Cathair, People of the City. I do not mind. Indeed, why should I? No, it is what few care to remember that wounds me, except for those in the Akademos (academy) that is.
Our young men have no remembrance at all it seems, of the ones we left behind to guard an altar stone that sometimes had a shimmer of blue about it.
Does anyone care? Alas, I think they do not. Nor can I blame them. What with the fighting and the building of the city claiming the whole of our thoughts and attention. And yet it bothers me that we left the stone behind. Some few of us were always intending to return, somehow we never did. And as the seasons rolled by the thought of it slipped from memory, and yet, I often find myself thinking of the stone at the oddest of times.
Sometimes, when I sit by my open door, enjoying the cool of evening, I look up at the stars and think on the stone. It is a mystery, a curiosity we know nothing about. Where did it come from? How did we acquire it? Why were some warriors drawn to the stone, and not others? What is its purpose? Can stone have a purpose? Is it stone, or something else, something we cannot even begin to guess at? As Ashan would say, 'it be something to think on.'
When first ancient Cerdemus said he had scribbled down all the Pobal Na Cloch's oral traditions, stories, myths legends and histories, I do not think he was aware of omitting any mention of the stone, certainly, the entirety of our early writings are strangely devoid of any story concerning the wondrous Gormcloch (bluestone). Why? When scribblers such as Cerdemus were renowned for their attention to detail, unlike my own somewhat erratic ramblings. Even so, Cerdemus claims our earliest legend is of the Sciathanfear, Winged Men, and the Angeal (angel), what happened to the tales of the Pobal Na Cloch, before we came to the mountains? I am sure I do not know, yet for some obscure reason, I remain convinced that the old rascal wrote them down somewhere. It reminds me, in a round about way, of an odd discovery we stumbled across during our first year of building.
It was a small thing, and for reasons that still remain a mystery to me, I never spoke of it, not even to Aratus.
The whole of us, apart from some few warriors, acting as guards, were engaged in digging out a wide, deep trench for the laying of the outer wall's foundations. When suddenly, I heard the distinctive clang of metal striking stone. The trench was about fifteen staids deep and twenty wide (one staid = about twelve inches).
Calling to those about me to help, we cleared away soil and rubble to reveal fourteen, flat slabs of square, smooth surfaced stone. That the slabs had been cut by hand was obvious. What they were doing fifteen staid below ground level, was anybodies guess.
We did not remove the slabs. The line of them ran straight and true and seemed to be solid enough. Also, they were lying at the exact depth required for the walls foundations, so we simply laid our own squared blocks on top. No one thought much about it, and by the end of the day the incident was all but forgotten. Except by me that is, and I felt strangely reluctant to speak of what only I, it seemed, had observed whilst clearing the surface of the fourteen slabs.
Every second slab had a small symbol carved deep into its surface, a cross within a circle. The Gormcloch, bluestone, had a faint identical symbol carved on its surface.
I found it quite by chance, having wandered into the Teampall Solas, Temple of Light for no good reason I could think of. I stood by the great altar stone idly running my hand over the smooth surface, when light from the setting sun struck the flat topped stone, outlining a barely discernible indentation close by my wandering fingertips. It was faint, incredibly so, certainly, if the rays of the sun had not caught it, the symbol would remain all but invisible to the eyes, a cross within a circle, and then the sun's rays moved on and the circle vanished from sight. Only the feel of it beneath my fingertips remained, and that so faint as to cause me to doubt it was there at all. And now I had seen it again, carved into the surface of a stone slabbed path leading nowhere. Why so deep, I wondered? Had its surface been worn smooth by the tread of countless feet? Surely not, I thought in wonder, not fifteen staid below ground level, with no evidence at all, at least none that I could see, of steps leading down or any other bit and piece of anything. No walls, no broken corner stone, nothing. Strange it was, very strange indeed. Why would anyone, I mused, lay a path of fourteen slabs in the middle of nowhere. The path simply began and ended, why, for what reason, and what did the symbol represent?
That night, just before sleep claimed me, when the head is all drifty, drowsy with impending sleep, a thought sailed into my head that had me sitting bolt upright, sleep forgotten midst a singularly piercing clarity of mind.
The path was old, far older than anything I could imagine. The age of it far beyond a mere count of seasons.
It was older than — what? The answer eluded me, I almost had it within my grasp, it was there, hovering just out of conscious reach, tantalising, maddeningly close, there yes its, and then it was gone, leaving me with an annoying itch inside my head I could never scratch. Even so, I knew, without knowing how I knew, that the path had originally been laid on the surface, when the surface hereabouts was home to forest and fern and other woodland growing things. How long, I wondered, would it take for a forest to die and rot, and the crumbling of it to be buried beneath fifteen staids (about 15') of drifting soil. Hundreds of years, thousands of years, I had no way of knowing, all I could say, was that it would take a long, long time, certainly long before the Pobal Na Cloch came together. It is a mystery, something to think on now and again.
One day I will know the answer, I think I already do, but I just can't quite grasp what it is.
Continuing years of peace and completion of the city, grant certain kinds of men and women time. Periods, however long or short they may be, undisturbed by the travails of war, or the mind numbing fatigue of hard labour upon the walls, when all you can do at the end of the day is eat and then stumble to your sleeping place, like some shambling sense fled dolt heavy with the poisoned wine of complete and utter exhaustion.
Freed of such burdens, some do become contemplative and begin to think on imponderables, and all the wish and wash of life, its drift and dross and the awesome magnificence of it all. Such periods do give birth to many an Ar Aghaidh Smaoinfm (forward thinker), without whom nations cannot even begin to progress. Such visionaries are revered amongst us, and rightly so. From such thinking came metals of forging, rules and laws, star maps and all that we of the Pobal Na Cloch claim to be. They are accorded much honour and hold a special place amongst us.
Now it is, that my house is old, and I can look back with a fresh sense of wonder on all those innovative, exciting years of discovery. We take much for granted now, so familiar have many disciplines become. Once it was not so, though I believe there is a great deal our descendants have yet to learn, ere they stagnate and perish. As indeed all do perish, by increments, when content to live on the fading glory of past achievements, with not an Ar Aghaidh Smaoinfm, forward thinker amongst them.
Of the Ar Aghaidh Smaoinfm, forward thinkers, it was Academus and his friend Philos, who began it all for the Pobal Na Cathair, People of the City.
Academus first came to prominence through a series of brilliantly innovative lectures, delivered from a dusty, unused corner of the great central market place. He discoursed at length to anyone who cared to listen. Swiftly acquiring a reputation as a forward thinker. He began to attract goodly crowds of young men and women whenever he walked abroad, discoursing on this and that as he ambled along.
Eventually, the People of the City agreed to build a Halla Foghlaim, Hall of Learning, to house both Academus and his friend Philos, who taught that a love and pursuit of knowledge was not only needful, but a direct imperative of the spirit.
Academus used witty, lively debates to foster a growing interest in science, healing, mathematics, astronomy and some few other disciplines I still find troublesome.
Sadly, both Academus and Philos died untimely. Murdered they were, by whom, we do not know. All that we could learn, was that on the day of the murders, six strangers entered the city and were seen heading towards the Halla Foghlaim, Hall of Learning. All six, so it was said, were well armed and had a dusty look of travel about them. However that may be, no one witnessed their departure, and a massive search, led by Aratus, proved fruitless. Where the strangers came from, we do not know, nor why they should want to kill Ar Aghaidh Smaoinfm, forward thinkers. It bodes ill I think, though I spoke not of my thoughts to others. Now it is, in this my last summer, I scribble down bits and pieces of this and that as they come to me. I cannot say why I do this. What with it having nothing to do with the city and all, it is all no more than an old man's wandering fancy I dare say. True it is, the ones who are yet to come, will have no interest in reading such scribblings. Well, if nothing else, it pleases me, and certainly there is no one to say otherwise, what with me being a somewhat solitary man and all.
The Pobal Na Cathair, People of the City, mourned their loss and accorded great honour to the memory of the murdered Smaoinfm, thinkers.
The Halla Foghlaim, Hall of Learning was renamed The Academy in honour of its founder Academus and the teachings of Philos (his written works that is) were hence forth known as Philosophia (philosophy), it was a new word, coined from the joining of his name to the Pobal Na Cathair word, Sophia, which means high or spiritual wisdom. In this way the memory of him will endure whilst ever the city remains.
Now it is that a new, forward thinker doth rise amongst us, some do say he may prove to be the greatest of them all. Though I doubt I shall live long enough to witness the culmination of his fame, at least that is what I thought. Sadly, he be dead now and that is strange. It is I think very strange indeed and just a little bit frightening, what with the murder of Academus and Philos.
Walking atop the outer wall he was, and slipped, falling sixty staids (about 60') to his death. I do not think he slipped, no, I do not think that at all. Someone murdered him, like two others who, as all men know, were the greatest of all our thinkers. Sadly, there be no evidence to say he did not slip. Only, it be too much of a coincidence for my taste. What with him being the third of our greatest thinkers to die untimely. True, there be many a year between the first two deaths and this one, but I am not so old I lack the wit to be suspicious, even though no others in the city consider his death to be anything other than the result of an unfortunate accident.
If only Aratus were here. His words and the sheer power of his presence could always open eyes to see what otherwise they could not. Alas, he too died untimely. All that can be said is that he died sword in hand as befitting a warrior such as he.
Even so, I still mourn the loss of him, we grew up together don't you know, and a truer, more constant friend no man could wish for.
I have scribed little concerning Aratus in the book of the history of the city's beginnings. Such a man deserves more, much more than casual mention. So it is, that when I am not scribbling about the city, now and again I work on writing down some bit and piece concerning Aratus, greatest of all the heroes of the people.
No, my dear friend, I will not let you be forgotten. As for your death, this only will I record.
Our continuing years of peace were at best uneasy. Though as a nation, we never again, during my lifetime, had the need to wage total war. Outlaying farms were, nonetheless, subject to raids from time to time, by small bands of marauding desert nomads. Who simply attacked, stealing what they could and killing anyone who stood in their way. By and large, such raids were rare, and of course raiders never attacked the same steading twice.
So it was that four warrior units were formed, ten men to each unit, under the overall command of Aratus. Each warrior band patrolled a specific area, north, south, east and west. So successful were they, that within three summers, raids had all but ceased. Even so, the areas were large, and it was not unknown for a determined band of thieves to sneak by our patrols, wreak havoc and flee into the desert lands before ever a patrol caught sight of them.
Aware that routine patrol work is often tediously boring to young warriors, Aratus began to roam the lands between steadings. Advising his warriors to, catch me if you can, and now and again, offering a prize as reward to whichever patrol caught him first. Though it be only a game, it kept the young men alert and ever eager to claim the honour of gaining, whatever prize it might be Aratus offered. Sometimes a true forged weapon, sometimes a broach of enamelled bronze, or simply an extra days leave when off duty, the prize I think became unimportant compared to the glory attached to the actual capture of Aratus.
Aratus never gave warning of where he might be. He simply wandered round and about whatever sector he had a mind to, be it north, south, east or west.
Heading north he was, the day he died, and sadly not a one of his patrols had sight of him. Nor, to the consternation of his warriors did they gain sight or hear sound of his attackers. Seemingly, they came in from the northern desert, like smoke on the wind, and the few who survived, disappeared without a trace back into the northern wastes. Trackers followed the trail until wind buried tracks beneath a fine sifting of sand.
Even now, I sometimes can scarce believe he is gone. I look for him don't you know, in sunlight and shadow. I listen for his voice on the wind and sometimes when I gaze deep into the coloured heart of sunset I can see him waiting, waiting for Gildas. I miss you Aratus. I miss you old friend. I miss you. Wait, and I will come. One day soon when sunlight falls down into shadow. Wait for me old friend, and I will come when sunlight falls down into shadow, and the silent song of white lilies in bloom is the only sound we can hear.
A runner from an outlaying steading, came in with news of Aratus' death. The shock of it spread through the city like wildfire.
Of course I did not believe it, assuming some mistake in identity had been made. However, the runner, a young lad, not yet come to shaving, insisted, with tears in his eyes, that he was not in error. 'Who,' he said in a trembling voice, 'is there amongst us who could not recognise Aratus, foremost of all the Pobal Na Cathair warriors?'
Cold hands wrenched at my heart as all eyes turned towards me. Well known it was that I be oath sworn to Aratus. Of all his companions, only I, Gildas, be his oath sworn friend.
Before ever the people came down from the mountains we had sworn the Oath of Friendship that amongst us, is binding unto death. Amongst the Pobal Na Cloch, such an oath is looked upon as being more binding than a handfast marriage vow, so portentous is it thought to be.
Aratus and I stood in clear running water with the whole of the people gathered around us to bear witness, the bright sun warm on our heads. The first of May it was, bright and fresh with new green life. Somewhere, a bird sang and a smell of hot crusty bread, fresh from the ovens permeated the air as we faced each other with sunlight in our hair. And then, we each broke bread, sprinkled it with salt and handed it one to the other. We ate in silence, drank water, washed our hands in sunlight and then swore the oath.

I will never desert thee, lie or cheat thee,
With thee I stand against thine enemies
Steadfast and resolute even unto death.
In need I will provide. 
I am the rock against which thou lean
This I swear at mid-of-day
Sunlight upon my head
Water of life about my feet
I am thy friend unto the last of all days.
This I swear as spirit, residing softly within.
The people be my witness.
Such an oath is sacred and binding, and not to be taken lightly. One does not swear such an oath if any bit and piece of uncertainty dwells within, hence the rarity of its occurrence and the solemnity of its observance. Once sworn it cannot be taken back or forsworn, else the spirit of you incurs the Trifold Dli Sochar, the Threefold Law of Return, which is to say good begets threefold in return, evil and ill intent, also returns threefold.
True it is that incidents have a way of happening, or returning in threes. We of the stone consider three to be the finest and most sacred of numbers. Believing as we do that all things are inherently composed of three, house of flesh, its tenant and Aigne (mind). Beginnings, continuing and endings, three is also the secret of true forging, and building (triangles - geometry), of course twelve is the perfect number, but this, I am sure you already know, what with four being the root of numbers and all. Seven, is something of a mystical number, along with eight, though I cannot quite recall why, no doubt it will come to me, if'n I decide to think on it that is. Being no forward thinker, what little of wit I possess, is oftentimes needed elsewhere.
So it was that news of the death of Aratus came to me. What with Aratus having taken no woman in handfast vows, I was first of all his family. In truth Aratus had no family other than I. His mother and father died untimely and of brothers and sisters he had none.
I stared at the runner in horror, unwilling to believe his words. Dreadful they were, clouding my head with a ring and bell of awful noise.
'Where?' I asked, the voice of me sounding faint and far away to my ears.
The runner described the location carefully, I knew it, I knew it well. With a strangled cry, I turned on my heel and ran, pounding out of the city gate as though fleeing from some crazed Eberitte blood sacrifice.
As I ran, the heart of me slid down inside my chest like a weight of stone. Trembling I was and fearful of facing the truth. Something sobbed inside my head as a great cry of anguish roared out from my throat — 'ARATUS.'
I ran beneath the heat of a full summer sun, skimming the dusty road with a light fleetness of foot I did not know I possessed, outdistancing even the athletes who followed, swords strapped across their backs.
He died alone, the runner had said, 'Aratus, Aratus,' I cried out, 'and I not there to protect thy back.' The mouth of me moaned as something savage filled my belly, leaping up and out my throat, like some fire-eyed snarling war dog.
Later, when something of sanity returned to me, I knew the death of Aratus had changed me forever.
Long I ran, sweat slick and gasping, feet slapping the white dusty track, smashing through fields of swaying grain, all golden eared and rustling. Pounding across turf, leaping over thick, high clumps of wild grass and mounds of hammer broken rock, sobbing, gasping, 'Aratus, Aratus, oh Aratus leave me not alone — Aratus.'
I came then, to that wild, remote place, described by the runner, wild eyed and panting, skidding to a halt, long knife in hand. My eyes searched the place like a wolf. I wanted to kill and avenge my friend, but alas all that remained in this awful place was death and I the only living thing to feel the weight of its caul.
Heat lay blinding airs about me as I stood for awhile, surveying the carnage, breathing deeply, calming the pounding drum of my heart.
Sheathing my blade, I advanced slowly towards the lifeless form of Aratus. I couldn't see the whole of him, why was that?
'Ahaaauuee,' tears brimmed scald in my eyes, 'he has no head,' the throat of me sobbed.
Suddenly I stopped. Something strange had happened here. There was a feeling of oddness about it all, as if the air itself held memory of weirding.
A cold shiver ran through me, as though I stood atop some ancient hero's burial mound, the bones of him restless in uneasy sleep, wrongness tainting the air like sour wine. It shivered me through like frost on old bones.
Hot sunlight beat down on my unhelmed head, thirsty I was, and panting. Unease whispered through my veins, echoing inside my skull with a sound, like the dry rustling rasp of an uncoiling serpent. I looked around slowly, hand curled lightly around the hilt of my long knife. Off to the left a long, low, rocky ridge thrust up from the sand sweeping round in a wide, shallow curve. To my right, a jumble of boulders and small rocks, reflected eye aching light falling inward like some long ago broken wall.
I looked again, squinting against the hard light. The inward curve was too perfect, too neat and tidy. Nature did not work that way. The boulders, I realised with indrawn breath, had been placed in position, long and long ago. A wall perhaps, whose stones now lay like rocks, eroded, worn down, edges smoothed, rounded by countless centuries of wind and rain, sun and swirling sand.
This is an old place I thought suddenly, an evil place, heavy with ancient death, the encircling sweep of rock and ridge forming the outer walls of an ancient arena, a worship circle, a place of dark sacrifice. Thought of it made my blood run cold.
A faint trail led in and out, the eye connecting the two openings along an almost perfect straight line. Stumpy bushes grew about the mouth of the far opening that gave access to a narrow winding trail heading south.
Whatever was here had gone, I reasoned, its task accomplished with the death of Aratus. Even so, mystery remained.
Why here, how could his attackers know he would pass through this place? They had ambushed him, taking him unawares, therefore they must have known he would come here, else why bother to lay in wait. It didn't make sense. Aratus was too experienced a warrior to walk into such an obvious trap. The heart of me almost stilled its beating. He knew, thoughts flared and burst behind my eyes, he knew. Aratus had known his murderers lay in wait to entrap him, and yet he entered anyway. Seemingly walking into the trap as though oblivious to his danger. No, I reasoned, Aratus was not oblivious and yet he walked right in. Why? What kind of threat could a band of desert marauders pose to the people that was so terrible Aratus must needs sacrifice himself to stop them. Or was it simply one amongst their number he tried to kill and if so, why?
Holding down my grief, I wandered slowly around the sandy arena, searching for what, I did not know. A sign perhaps, something, anything to help me solve the riddle of what had actually taken place here, besides the obvious evidence of slaughter.
The bodies of the slain, eight in all, not counting Aratus, lay strewn around. The nearest, a good ten paces away from where the headless body of my friend lay contorted in death. As though he had fought and killed, then turned away towards someone, or something standing apart, waiting for him.
The thought of it sent a thrill of fear coursing through me and though the sun beat hot against my flesh, I shivered. It was beyond me. Beyond my ability to conceive of an evil coldly hunting my friend down, and he, Aratus, coming to it, all aware and knowing the creature's intent.
I do not understand, I wailed silently, kneeling beside my friend. Tears coursed down my face, the taste salty and bitter as I climbed to my feet and began searching for his head. I eventually found it, lying a goodly distance away, near the base of the ridge. It had taken a strong man, a very strong man indeed to hurl it so far. I picked it up carefully, brushing a crusting wound of sand and blood from the bone white face. Sobbing quietly, I straightened the body, cleaning it as best I could, knowing others from the city would soon arrive, and I would not have them see my beloved friend in such disarray. Prising the long sword from out his grasp, I lay it atop the body, curling his fingers around the hilt, then gently, reverently, I placed the head of him atop his shoulders.
I could do no more, sinking to my knees, I bowed my head and wept unashamedly for the loss of my friend, overcome with grief, the body of me heavy with exhaustion and thirst. I knelt heat felled and dreamy, the spirit of me, skull wandering and lost. In no other way can I explain what happened next in that terrible place.
Strangely, I could feel grains of coarse sand beneath my knees, the hot sun on my shoulders and back, and a small lost breeze whisper sighing about me, the warm breath of it drying the scald of tears trickling down my face. Then it was, that —
Something blue blurred the vision of me and I give oath, that for an instant, less than a heartbeat it was, I felt the hand of Aratus clasp mine as it lay on my lap.
Perhaps it was no more than my dreaming fancy fuelled by aching loss, and bitter regret that I was unable to say goodbye dear friend, I will miss thee forever. Who can say, when in truth, of the spirit we know only that we return. Who then can say what is or is not true, if'n they be like traders all unaware of self. Not that it matters what trader or priest might deny. I am of the Pobal Na Cloch, I know what I know, and there's an end to it.
I felt the hand of my beloved friend clasp mine, and then it was gone. Perhaps the spirit of him had waited, knowing I would come. I like to think so, the thought of it is a comfort I draw from out the secret memory of Aratus. A memory no other has, and of which I have never spoken.
As the feel of the hand of him fell away, a blurry tremble of blue, again shivered my vision, and for the time it takes the sun to move a hand's span along its arc, I had vision of something dark having walked here. And with the vision came a secret, a secret of stone, An Gormcloch, the bluestone. I do not believe in magic, or weirding ritual, even so, this surely be something I cannot explain, Noetikus perhaps, what with him being Ar Aghaidh Smaoinfm, a forward thinker and all, but certainly not I. Such riddling thoughts be too high for my small modicum of wit to grasp.
Beneath a white blazing sun, I knelt beside the body of my friend, the air about me heavy with heat as I visioned something beyond my ability to dream.
Aratus loped across the open plain, running easy he was. The upper body of him sheened with a fine film of sweat gleaming in the sun's glowing light like pale gold, sparsely armed, carrying only a long sword strapped across his back. Above him, heaven's vault arched deep burning blue from horizon to horizon.
Aratus ran easy, enjoying the play and feel of muscle bunching and stretching as he ran. Hot the air was, and dry with no hint of moisture remaining. The rains come less frequently now, thought Aratus, eyeing the sandy ground with distaste, soon the desert will claim the whole of everything, he thought sourly. Suddenly he grinned, Gildas now, he is forever saying the climate is changing, and has been doing so for centuries, of course no one listens to him. He thought of his oath friend with affection. Gildas was no warrior, yet he was always there, during the early years, when the Pobal Na Cloch seemed to be forever waging war. For such a little man he has a mighty fierce disposition, Aratus thought fondly, knowing the true reason ran much deeper. It was a thing of friendship, if not outright love. Whenever Aratus tried to persuade his small friend to stay behind, or at least if he accompanied the warrior band as historian, to remain free of the fighting, Gildas simply smiled and said, 'who will guard your back, if not I,' and that was an end to it.
Aratus edged off to his left, intending to skirt round the jumble of boulders and rocky outcrops that lay directly ahead, knowing they concealed a sandy arena like place, ideal for ambush and not wanting to enter the cursed place if'n he didn't have to.
As he loped nearer the jumbled mass, Aratus slowed to a walk and then came to a halt, his face creased in a puzzled frown. He stood for a moment in silence. Eyes scanning the trail, flicking off to the rocky mound, searching for sign, of what he did not yet know. Anything, something that should not be there, that didn't fit in with the surroundings. Nothing, and yet, he felt as though unseen eyes watched his every move.
Years of following the warrior's road had honed his instincts to a razor's edge. A warning bell rang inside his head like some tolling doom. He shivered, though the sun lay hot on his flesh, and slowly, carefully unsheathed his sword.
And wouldn't you be knowing it, he thought silently, when its a shield you're wanting there's not a one to be found. He licked lips suddenly gone dry, staring intently at the rocky mass ahead. Aware there was only one way in and one way out. 'What is it,' he asked himself, 'what is it I'm feeling? Who ever lies concealed in yonder rocks, they be no wandering desert raiders, I can feel it,' he breathed out softly, 'and taste it.' He stiffened, the muscles of him cording, rippling beneath his skin like sinewy snakes as pale blue light blossomed inside his head. A small, lost smile curved his mouth. He breathed in deeply and recalled a promise, freely given when he stood before the stone, An Gormcloch, the bluestone, a few days after his warrior making. To whom, or what he gave promise, he did not know, nor did he think anyone knew. Certainly not the priests, who, when he spoke to them of the stone, knew less than he, and of the one or two others who had made promise they, like he, would not speak of it. Not that it mattered, he was the only one of those who had given promise, remaining to the Pobal Na Cloch, People of the Stone. The others had left long ago, long before the people came down from out the mountains. One day they simply gathered their weapons and a bite of food and walked away without saying a word or even a backward glance.
Where they went, no one knows. And yet now and again, an odd, passing trader or two would spin a tale of a warrior, they had heard tell of, who held guardianship of a strange, temple like place of scholars far and away to the south. Others spoke of the same thing only it would be to the north, or east or west. The only aspect the traders agreed on, was the description of the warrior, or warriors. Tall, with long unbound hair, fierce eyes and not much given to idle talk. Fighters, oh yes, no doubt of that. And what of weapons? 'Well,' they would muse, 'it is said they carry long swords not unlike your own, and yet you never sell or otherwise trade your blades.' Aratus would smile then, and say nothing, only, way back in his head, he sometimes wondered if the strange warriors of fame be not Pobal Na Cloch. He liked to think so. The thought pleased him in an obscure, don't know why it should, sort of way.
Later, when season rolled down into season, and the short high mountain summers faded, like some mead induced dream into mist and white crackling frost, the memory of it all was lost to him. And through a dearth of springtime magic that birthed a seemingly endless succession of days full of warm, honey hazed light and tranquil evenings of lilac skies, heavy with a plenitude of shivering stars, well of course, he thought of his promise not at all. Indeed who could blame him. When mornings filled the eye with red-yellow dawns edged all about in pinks and long, thin smearing clouds of silver and grey and white, like the throat of the rushing bird who moves so swiftly from place to place, it scarce has time to eat.
So it was that memory of promise faded — until now. Aratus eased forward slowly. Certain in his mind that whoever lay hidden in the rocks, was in some way connected to the ones who had murdered Academus and his friend Philos. It never entered his head to turn away or otherwise bypass the ancient killing ground. If he did not face the dark ones now, he would only have it to do later, like some side stepped destiny that eventually returns demanding fulfilment. It was inevitable, inescapable and weirding.
Aratus, Champion of the Pobal Na Cloch was as tightly bound to the service of blue, as he was oath bound in friendship to Gildas, erratic, though faithful historian of the people.
All Aratus could say, or at least define in his head, was the certainty that he knew, without knowing how he knew. The stone and its sometime shimmer of blue was opposed to a darkness, that ever strived to destroy burgeoning knowledge and those who conceived its face. And he Aratus, in service to the blue had given promise to stay its advance, when and wheresoever he should find it.
What Aratus did not know, could not even begin to guess, was that the formidable power of his opponent had not yet begun to wane.
Aratus, the bright strength of him shining in the sun, slid through the opening, easing quietly into the arena, firm, sandy soil beneath his booted feet, he glanced warily around, at the natural rocklike wall on one side and the curving jumble of boulders on the other. Waves of baking heat pressed in around him. Quiet it was, deathly so, with no whisper of wind to stir the heavy oppressive air that hung about the arena like a shroud.
A chill ran through him. He shivered, smiled mirthlessly and looked up towards the sky. Like an eye it was, staring down, an eye of purest blue deep, like a mountain lake.
'Come thou,' he whispered softly, 'it be as fine a day as ever I have known to be dying. Only come thou,' he eased forward, 'and I shall not die alone.'
They came at him suddenly on a whisper rush of gliding feet, four from either side, rising up from hiding places amongst the rocks, flowing like water across the sand towards him. Eight, grim faced warriors with dark, dead looking eyes. Armed with short sword and targe, a small circular shield with a sharp honed edge, strapped across the left forearm.
Aratus stood with his back towards a low, crumbling shelf of rock and sliced open the first warrior to reach him from neck to crotch. The strange warrior fell without a sound. Suddenly Aratus hurled himself forward and away from the wall. Taking the advancing warriors by surprise, he burst through their ranks. Hacking one down as he moved towards the centre of the arena, knowing movement and speed were weapons to be used as well as the blade in his hand.
The six remaining warriors followed him like hunting cats, silent and deadly. These be a breed of warrior I know nothing about, Aratus thought silently as he whirled, parrying blow after blow with lightening speed, hacking and stabbing in his turn. Abruptly he leapt to his right, knocking aside a descending blade, he whirled and stabbed to his left, sinking his blade in the throat of an advancing warrior. Whisper shifting his feet Aratus danced amongst the remaining five, cutting them down one by one. Even so, the arms and chest of him dripped with blood from countless small wounds.
The dark warriors were good, very good indeed. Aratus grinned like a wolf, 'but you be no Pobal Na Cloch,' he whispered harshly. Within the space of ten heartbeats it was all over, the last of the strange warriors going down with a grunting cough of pain. It is done then, thought Aratus. Suddenly he spun round on his heel, a look of alarm flaring in his eyes as a faint whistling hum trilled through the air. Aratus had heard that peculiar whistling thrum too many times to be mistaken and knew he was too late. A savage cry burst from his throat. As he tried desperately to whip round, he felt the sting and burn of cold fire slice through his neck, and then the head of him jumped, hitting the ground with a wet thud.
Casually, a tall lean, yellow eyed man bent down, picking up the lifeless head by its hair. He hurled it away with incredible strength, and then, sheathing his blood smeared blade, he turned and loped soundlessly off towards the south, sparing no more than a casual backward glance towards his fallen companions.
The vision-dream rang down inside my head with a sound like temple bells chiming the fall of dusk.
I found myself sobbing quietly, the eyes of me staring down at the sand. Dark stained it was, with tears and blood. Reaching out, I stroked the blood sticky hair of him tenderly. 'Goodbye dear friend,' I whispered, and then sobbing I cried out, 'Oh Aratus, if only I were a poet. If only I possessed poet's magic to describe what is in my heart and my head. Alas old friend, I have not a poet's gift of words. I scribble my histories and that is all I can do. Yet whilst I live, memory of thee lives on. I will miss thee forever old friend.' My voice broke on a sob. 'I wish, oh how I wish thou had not gone. Will you wait for me now, midst sunlight and shadows, will you wait for me dear friend, midst sunlight and shadows, wait for me, where the white lilies bloom.'
As I slowly raised my head, I became aware of a silent crowd of Pobal Na Cloch gathered around me. I stared at them, my eyes burning with wicked intent. Pointing to the fallen warriors, I hissed savagely. 'Bury them bury them upside down with no stone atop the burial pit. They be nothing but spirit wanderers now.' Oddly, as I spoke, an inner voice cautioned me to make no mention of the yellow eyed one. Why? I do not know.
Only now, midst the rich fullness of my last of all seasons dare I hazard a guess, and that be probably wrong I'm thinking. Not that it matters. Through all the years following the death of Aratus, the yellow eyed warrior never came again. Though it is in me to say, I think he will return, soon or late he will return. Most likely when the people of the city are least ready I shouldn't wonder. As for why I said nothing, indeed, who would believe the ravings of Gildas, grief mad from loss of his friend, and what little I did say was soon forgotten.
We buried the assassins upside down and laid the body of Aratus on a makeshift litter. As we prepared to leave the brooding place and its dark secrets, I raised my voice and said, 'We do not hold with any god or goddess.'
Everyone fell silent as they turned towards me.
'And think demons and haunts to be no more than the fevered imaginings of sense fled men. I do not think so,' I told them. 'This place,' I waved my arm around, 'is dark and evil, the very air we breathe here holds intent, and I do think there be a weirding haunt we know nothing about stalking the lands. Three thinkers we have lost and now our Champion. Something hunts the Pobal Na Cloch, something dark and deadly. Hear me now,' I continued, 'an evil has walked here this day, and evil will come again.'
A few of the people laughed nervously. Most simply looked at me with compassion, and said my words be no more than the result of grievous loss. I made no mention of the one with yellow eyes and from that time on, I never spoke of demons or haunts again.
What use the mouthing of such, when in all our history there be no mention at all of dark, loathsome things. Which is odd when you think on it, as though talk of evil had been deliberately omitted from both oral and scribbled histories. Why? When we know it is not possible for a nation to always dwell midst the light of reason. As Ashan would say, 'it do be something to think on young Gildas.'
And yet all things grow distant do they not. So it was, that as season fell down into season the ache inside me slowly dulled and gradually faded away. Where does it go, I wonder? What bitter well does it fill? The memory of my friend still glows bright inside my head, and I can speak of him now, without the heart of me jumping, or my guts twining into knots. I think on the vision too and wonder what it portends for those of the people who have yet to come. They will not have the stone to protect them, as we who came down from the mountains once did. No one speaks of the stone any more, if'n indeed any have memory of it at all. Thought of the stone has an odd way of slipping in and out of one's memory, or so it seems to me.
A season or two after the completion of Aratus' burial mound, I came to realise that in some inexplicable way, the stone had protected the Pobal Na Cloch of the mountains from the trepidation's of the yellow eyed man and others of his kind. How it could do this, I do not know, nor do I know why it should, perhaps it has something to do with light and dark, balance and unbalance. Of course when you destroy knowledge, or those capable of divining intuitive concepts, you create unbalance, hence the murder of Academus and Philos. When the Pobal Na Cloch left their mountain home in search of new, wider lands, the stone was left behind and they wandered far beyond its will or wanting to protect those who no longer had it in their care. I resolved then to return to the mountains, and with the help of the Temple Priests, transport the stone back to the city. I intended to do just that, but somehow I never did. Whenever I thought of doing so, the intention would slip out of my head and many a season passed by before I thought of it again, until eventually I gave no more thought to it at all.
Except for now that is, when the body of me be too worn and creaky to do anything about it. Certainly there is no other in the city who would be wanting to. What with it being a hundred year or so ago, and this, my one hundred and forty fifth season is my final season as tenant of flesh. Is that why I can think of the stone now, because I can do nothing about it? Or could it be that the stone is no longer to be found within the mountains. Certainly the priests never came to the city. Are they dead I wonder or have they moved the stone elsewhere, if so, why? Riddles and more riddles, and not a one can I solve. There is, I am sure, a reason for it all, but I cannot think what it could be. Perhaps it is no longer important that I do so. What is important, what is not? I am not at all sure I care any more.

Nature conspired to make this, last of all my seasons, the most perfect I have ever known. The bounty of it all fills me with more than just a little wonder. Long lived are we of the Pobal Na Cathair, People of the City, and I have drifted down a collection of years whose total surely equals more than my share.
And of women I have dared love but one, unlike Aratus. The face and form of me has never been overly attractive to women, and though I have enjoyed many a gifted moment. Only one love have I truly known, and when it came to an end I had not the heart or the courage to love again. It is like that for some. They love only once. So all consuming, should it end untimely, they have not the will or want to rekindle the flame again. Content as I, or so it seems, to live with a memory and an odd gifted moment or two to relieve the body's need. Though in truth, the memory of Melina is not all I could wish it to be. But then, the little wit I possess was ever easily led by the dictates of my heart. Nor can I say I would have it otherwise. It is a trancing thing is it not, love, and all its wounding bruises.
Melina was my love, my own sweet cherished love. Sadly, and to my bitter regret she was also Neamhnáireach Croí, a shameless heart.
Small was she, and slim, with the lithe grace of a runner. Her hair was of that peculiar colour, neither gold nor honey, tawny some do call it. Even now, after so many years the memory of her is still fresh and bright inside my head. High of breast she was, and the face of her flushed by the sun. Grey windy eyes gazed fearlessly out at the world, with a look of distance about them, as though she could see things others could not, and when she smiled, it was like the sun breaking through cloud, shedding light and warmth, teeth gleaming white against a rosy blush of lips. Do the eyes of one in love always see love painted so bright? I think they do. I think they always will, until only the aching heart of it all remains, and love moves on to someone else.
I scribble too much, the dreaming head of me ever full of moonlight and shadows and windy sunlit images, falling down a drift of memory and the questing thrum of insatiable curiosity. It makes me somewhat unworldly, with not enough sense left over to recognise deceptions of the heart. I have no taste or feel for deceptions, perhaps that is why I find it so difficult to recognise in others, doubly so where love is concerned. I do not look for it do you see. Why should I? Of what use to deceive me, what is there to gain? Nothing I tell you, nothing at all, except for a dwindling smallness of spirit.
Melina loved me not at all. Of course I can see that now, I could not then. How wise we are in hindsight, would that I could be so wise in actuality. I gave love, and thought it enough. It was not. Alas, it never is. More is needed, much more. You must give something of yourself into your lover's keeping. I understand now, the truth inherent within such a giving. True it is, once I did not.
Melina thought me a fool I think, and left me for the warmth of another, more forward man of importance. I have never loved again. I possess not the courage to shiver my heart to the trembling touch of a new love. Though it is true, casual gifted moments do pleasure me through and through. Aratus had no such trouble. Sometimes I envied him his ease with women and casual acceptance of love's stunning blows.
Even so I still miss her. How can I not, when love of her still remains to quicken my breath.
Aratus died don't you know. A long time ago, beneath the blade of a yellow eyed stranger. I witnessed his death in a vision, or was it a dream. There was something else, a trace of blue I think, though I can scarce remember.
Death draws near. Winding my memories down I shouldn't wonder, what with there being no more than a bit and piece left to scribble. I will sleep on it, and finish my scribblings tomorrow, in the light of a bright rising sun.
Aratus died, don't you know, beneath the sword of a yellow eyed man, long ago it was, when the ------ .
Few days remain to the final laying down of my flesh. I will scribble what I can. Though in truth I would just as soon be done with it. I have not, I fear been an over zealous historian of the people, however, I am sure those who come after, if they bother to read my work at all, will know at least a bit and piece of something that has gone before. Will they, I wonder, care to remember ancestors who came down from the mountains and were known as Pobal Na Cloch, People of the Stone, and not as Pobal Na Cathair, People of the City, and think on why? No, I really don't think they will, which is a sadness truly it be a sadness indeed.
A life size statue of Aratus stands in the centre of the market square. A wondrous thing of white, polished stone (marble). A work of inspiration I'm thinking. The cutter having captured the look of Aratus, staring out across the distance, right hand shading his brow, left hand resting on the pommel of his beloved long sword. I was so overcome by the lifelike look of the statue, that I added a huge expensive broach to the cutter's payment, a magnificent piece of enamelled bronze on iron. The rich green colour of the enamel work a perfect background for the Spiral of Immortality swirling outward from the centre in graceful loops of purest blue. The small centre boss had a cross within a circle cut into its surface. The same symbol carved by unknown hands on the stone slabs now buried beneath the foundations of the city's outer defensive wall.
Since the deaths of Academus and Philos, other Ar  Aghaidh Smaoinfm (forward thinkers), have emerged, chief amongst them be Noetikus and his principals Geolymus and Geometrein, fine thinkers they are with still finer yet to come. I have not the wit for such thinking and envy them not at all.
Aratus died don't you know, no I don't envy them at all. Nothing remains of my youth nor do my memories run true. I grow tired.
Perhaps Aratus will stop by today. I have not seen him in awhile. Perhaps -----.
My head is clear today, and these are my final scribblings. They are not complete. But then what is, and I'd just as soon be done with it all. The city and its people have changed. I do not belong here. An old man, have I become, I tried to embrace what is new, but the Ar  Aghaidh Smaoinfm (forward thinkers), advance at a prodigious rate. Bursting forth with new ideas, promulgating new disciplines before ever, previous ones are assimilated. It is too fast I think, the people of the city unable to keep pace with the rarefied thinking of the academy.
Perhaps it is always this way. Nations with leisure to think, advancing with such leaps and bounds it leaves the common man behind. The whole of it understood by only a few.
We go too fast, burn too bright, like some wild fire fanned by the wind. This last century we have equalled, if not surpassed, all the knowledge gained through two thousand years of seeking. Why is that? What has happened to spur such growth? Why, is the one unanswerable question that bothers the head of me. It is almost as though we are galloping towards some unknown catastrophe, some terrible doom, and only knowledge, not armies, will be needed to ensure survival and continuance of our race. Of course, it is no more than an idle thought, even so, though soon I lay this body down, it bothers me, it bodes ill for the people and their future I'm thinking.
I do not claim friendship with Noetikus, certainly we know and speak with each other, but friend, no, I'll not claim that. For all the magnificence of his disciplines he be an irritating sort of man, with a tendency to talk at you, rather than to you, as though he speaks more to listen to the wonder of his own voiced words, than to hear of anything another might have to say. But then, who am I to judge, when, as all in the city do know, his accomplishments be many and wondrous. Above anything we have ever known.
He first gained prominence at the academy, through a clever melding of science with the philosophy of Philos, after whom the discipline was named.
From out the melding of the two Noetikus forged a new discipline, that eventually became very much his own, and like his predecessors, the discipline now carries his name. It is called Noetics, which means, of or relating to the mind, which in its turn gave birth to a new word amongst us, Noein, which means, to think, or how to think, coupled with Noetics it be a potent discipline indeed and happily, one well accepted by the people. [Noetics, under a variety of names, is today (twentieth century) in widespread usage, however, it is doubtful if more than a handful of practitioners are aware of its ancient (12,000 year) history-origin. Sadly, the discipline is often abused. Discovery-ownership of basic Noetic principles claimed by some, who merely promulgate usage for monetary reward, with little or no thought given to actually helping anyone.]
Nonetheless, I still find Noetikus to be an extremely irksome man. The academy, however, is home to some twenty or more Ar  Aghaidh Smaoinfm (forward thinkers), who more than compensate for Noetikus' lack of manners. Indeed, his principals, Geolymus and Geometrein are both agreeable fellows well aware of the honour accorded to them. Geometrein, a mathematician, discovered three guiding principles (triangle) which he used as a base to discover more. The whole of it, named after him, is known as Geometry, though I confess I find I have little use for it. The stone builders have embraced its use like some welcome lover. Geolymus on the other hand, had need to spend many a season proving the true worth of his preferred discipline, before ever he was accorded the high honour of having his name associated with any one discipline.
He once told me, that his first few seasons were incredibly frustrating. He intuitively knew he was right but was unsure how to go about proving it. Of course he eventually succeeded, and now there is not a farmer in the land who does not have at least six or more wells, and endless staids of water channels irrigating his land.
Within years of the cities completion, regular rainfalls had all but ceased, except for a few days during the tail end of the cool season. Indeed the grassy plains surrounding our lands had withered and blown away, leaving only dust and desert to merge with the great desert that had over the years slowly encroached the plains. Of course, before that became a final actuality, Geolymus discovered two great rivers of fresh clear water running deep below the porous rocky bed that we now know lays beneath the sands.
Geolymus studied rocks in search of ores, both known and unknown. He also studied rock formations, the land itself and what lay beneath, sinking great holes in a ceaseless quest to discover the land's nature. He began to realise that what lay beneath the earth and sand, had in ancient times, once been the surface. Somehow, I remain unclear as to the precise methods used, he divined the existence of an endless supply of water flowing beneath our feet. It would, he said, eventually flow into the great ocean that lay far and away somewhere to the north/south of the city. So it was, that a series of deep wells were sunk through sand and rock, tapping into the great reservoir beneath us. The discipline of rocks, formulated by Geolymus is now known as Geology, and though little of life remains to me, I study what I can. Knowledge is, after all, the main pursuit of wisdom, spirit's feeding, is it not, and who can say what I will or will not become, when I return.
When the Academy first became home to Ar  Aghaidh Smaoinfm (forward thinkers), a season or so after the deaths of Academus and his friend Philos, a curious thing happened, that set me to thinking on the Gormcloch (bluestone) again, and the mystery that surrounds its origins; indeed, and the whole of its enigmatic purpose, if so it can be said, a stone has wit enough to conceive of purpose, but then, it be not just a stone, even if it is only I who think so, the coming of the warrior reinforced my weirding thought of it all.
He came striding in through the main gate. A tall, broad shouldered man with late afternoon sunlight flaring against his back.
I had the tale from Noetikus, when he called to show me the clay tablet the stranger had given into his hand. Though I find the man irksome and somewhat tedious at times, I cannot deny that his manner towards me, when he sits in my home, is invariably courteous, indeed during our conversations together, he often defers to me. Why, I'm sure I do not know, perhaps it has something to do with my reputation, faded though it is, of being historian to the people. I have not, after all been very open about myself in my scribblings. What I have done is common enough knowledge, why bother scribbling about it, nor do I think those who have yet to come, will be overly interested in reading about Gildas. Even now much of what is known concerning my early years is regarded by our young men as being more exaggerated fancy than fact, we are, it is true, a somewhat loud and boastful people, it is also equally true, that I tend to say less than most. I suppose the very discipline Noetikus expounds, tends to make him more astute, and certainly, more observant than the majority of the people.
Noetikus said the stranger came into the Academy and asked for him by name. The thin, ascetic face of him cracked into a smile when he said, the warrior didn't ask to be appointed guardian, he told me, in a flat no nonsense tone of voice that he was, The Guardian.
'Oh really, and who appointed you,' demanded Noetikus querulously.
The warrior stared at him in silence for a few moments and then said, 'It is enough for you to know that I am here, and whilst I live no harm will befall you, or any other Ar  Aghaidh Smaoinfm (forward thinkers).'
'At least tell me from whom, or where you come?' asked Noetikus.
'He told me little, Gildas, only that he had travelled down from out the South Lands that lay beyond the desert, and then he handed me the tablet.'
'And what,' I asked eagerly, 'was written on it? Come Noetikus,' I urged him, 'what did it say?'
He looked at me with haunted eyes, 'When first I read the words,' Noetikus spoke softly, 'I thought it was a trick, a game, albeit an elaborate one, cooked up by someone in the academy to fool me, a bit of nonsense, no more than that with no harm done, only,' his voice sank lower, 'the warrior standing before me was real enough, and as convinced of his right of guardianship as ever a man could be.'
'What,' I prompted, 'was the message?'
Noetikus looked at me oddly, 'It was in two parts,' he added, 'I have spoken of it to no one. It,' he stammered slightly, 'was a shock. I could not at first take it in. Since then of course, I have given it much thought, and though it wounds my pride to admit it. I cannot but acknowledge the inevitable possibility of its occurrence, other than here in the city. Perhaps,' he whispered, 'I have been somewhat arrogant in my assumption and,' he continued, 'my assertion of formulating an entire discipline, considered to be, hitherto unknown.'
'Noetikus,' I growled impatiently, 'TELL ME WHAT THE MESSAGE SAID, before curiosity consumes me.'
He smiled faintly, 'Yes, yes only, on your honour, speak of it to no one.'
'Of course,' I replied, 'it is understood.'
'The message said :—
"Be thou certain, what is known, no other has known before thee."
The second part read, "Blue hath no voice, nor form in space or time. It's number is ONE (1)."
The message ended with a warning, to "Beware The Stalking One with yellow eyes." '
'WHAT!' I exclaimed in a strangled voice.
Noetikus looked at me sharply, 'You know of someone with yellow eyes?' he asked softly.
'Yes,' I replied in a whisper, 'to my sorrow I do. He is the one,' I explained, 'who killed my beloved friend Aratus.'
We swore oath together, he to remain silent concerning the tablets message, and I to remain silent concerning my vision of yellow eyes. I do not know why we agreed to withhold what we knew from the people, only that we did. Not that it matters now, what with there being only a few days of life remaining to me. I will be pleased to go, and return, spiritually refreshed. My house of flesh is worn and old and there be little I can do with it any more. We of the people are fortunate to know what we know of the spirit, its journey and eventual return. Only — now it is I think, what is known to one is surely known to another, and what is known to some, is most assuredly known to others. Which makes me wonder, can there truly be a single source to anything.
Since then, I have met the warrior-guardian. There was something familiar about him. I could not at first recall, and then, a few days later, it came to me.
I sat outside my home enjoying the warmth of the sun. A lazy breeze carried a faint sound of voices from the market place, mellow the day was and as fine as can be, when the warrior-guardian passed by, I hailed him. Courteously, he ambled over and sat down beside me.
'I know you,' I told him.
'Do you now,' he answered softly, the dark eyes of him burning into my skull.
'You stood before the stone,' I said, 'and left a few days after in company with another, and like Aratus, you spoke only of a promise given, and then went your way without another word spoken of why, or where it was you headed for. You are Mitoc are you not.'
'Yes,' he smiled slightly, 'I am Mitoc, though much changed since the days of my youth.'
'Do you guard against the coming of one with yellow eyes?' I asked him.
He went very quiet and still. Like Aratus, I thought silently, when quiet and still he is dangerous.
'Be at ease,' I told him with a smile, 'I do not know your secret of the stone, and all I know of the one with yellow eyes is vision divined, which is something I have spoken of only to Noetikus.'
He relaxed, and I breathed the easier to see him do so. He then politely asked, if I would refrain from revealing who he was to the people. Why, I have no idea, however I agreed and swore oath on it, thinking idly, that it is a Keeper of Secrets I have become. Can you wonder then, why it is I scribe so little concerning myself?
Today is a friendly day. A fine day, full of blue and gold and broken pieces of high, lazy white clouds, drifting across a flawless enamelled sky. I would like to float like that, in a lazy, aimless dreamy sort of way. It would be good I think, to mirror shine the earth through the eyes of a golden fire eagle, drifty whispering the long wind down to final heartbeats slowing. It stutters now, like some hesitant lover unsure of love, soon, the beating of it will cease forever. It is good that bodies wear out and die, allowing a between lives period of spiritual refreshment to take place before once again, entering a new born house of flesh. It is a fine and wonderful thing to lay within the womb, curled and safe, warm and flooded with love. You feel what the mother feels, you hear what she hears, and be sensitive to her every shift in mood. Of course there are always some, who, when born and growing cannot separate, or recognise, or differentiate between their own personal memories and the memories of the mother, picked up whilst being nurtured within the womb. Indeed we have observed, through the centuries, that the few who are unable to recognise the difference, often become troubled in the head as they grow older. Noetikus, through the use of his discipline Noetics, has helped many such troubled individuals to recognise the difference, and thereby become less troubled in mind. We do not know why some forget, or how it is possible to forget, when the ability to remember is inherent within the very structure of the spirit itself. All we know is that it happens now and again, and a sad thing it is too. We have much knowledge on this, though I will not scribe it, as I am sure Noetikus has already scribed what he knows, and if he had not, well, I am sorry, but it is too late now, the whole of me wants no more than to mirror shine the earth, soon, soon. In company with Aratus perhaps, when the honey wind begins to blow, when the honey wind — Melina, did you ever love me, at first, when all was fresh and new, did you love me then, just a little, just a little bit. I like to think so, I like to think you loved me once, just for awhile, and when I kissed your mouth, did the heart of you flutter? I don't suppose it matters, perhaps it never did, only, I ached for you, Melina, when you left my home, oh how I ached for you. I never loved again. I tried Melina, I tried, but somehow I never could. Ah, the honey wind, the honey wind blows, fading summer, dusty pink roses and the fragrance of Earth's breath. Slow beats my heart now and slower still, I will go soon and return when I can, later, after mirror shining the earth through the eyes of the eagle. Ah, is that you Aratus? I cannot see thee, though I sense thy presence close by. Meet me down by the river old friend, when the red lilies are in bloom. Meet me down by the river old friend, when the red lilies are in bloom. Gildas (circa – 12,000BC)
NOTE: As the child grows within the womb, it shares and stores from time to time memories, feelings, hopes and fears of the mother. Which helps to explain a lot don't you think.

Noetikus – circa 12,000BC

