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The tribe had been getting ready for the celebration for days. It was the great
festival of Samain. It marked the end of summer and the start of long, cold,
winter months. The people of the tribe – the Corieltavi – dwelt in a small settle-
ment in a narrow valley. One day this place would be called Hallaton. It was
where a boy named Weland and his family lived.

Weland was thirteen years old. His father, Brennus, had sent him out on to
the hills to herd the sheep. As Samain drew closer and bad weather was due,
the animals had to be brought closer to where the people lived. Wolves roamed
the countryside and were especially hungry, and therefore bold, in the winter-
time.

The pigs, sheep and cattle that would not be used for breeding were sacri-
ficed to the gods. This happened at a special shrine or sacred place that had
been built on the hill. A wooden fence partly circled the shrine. In the very
centre was a great block of wood. Here the animals were killed as offerings to
the gods. But people also left little statues and coins and other gifts here.

* * *
Weland sighed to himself. He was not very good at herding sheep. Even the
few that he’d found hurried away from him, instead of being guided by his stick.
Besides, he was too busy thinking of Bettrys, who he thought was the prettiest
girl of the whole clan. She was tall and fair, and her smile made Weland’s
breath catch. He hoped that when she was old enough she would choose him
to marry. . . But she might pick Ambior instead. He was Weland’s great rival, the
son of Ariovis, who was a very important Druid priest. Only Vepomaros, the
chieftain of the clan, had more authority.

Weland was lost in these thoughts when someone barged into him and
knocked him to the ground. He looked up in time to see Ambior stride by –
herding at least ten sheep, and with a cruel smile on his face. ‘Watch where
you’re going, cow pat!’ Ambior sneered.

Weland sighed for a second time. Ambior would get all the credit for the
herding, while Weland would have to explain why he came home empty



handed . . . Unless he could find some stray sheep in the woodland further up
the hill.

It was his last hope, so he hurried and soon found himself among the trees.
After a short while, he stopped to listen for any sheep – but instead he heard
the slow, gentle clump of horses’ hooves and the voices of men close by.

Weland’s heart leapt. What if they were Roman soldiers coming to attack
the settlement! He had to warn everyone! He turned to retrace his steps – only
to be pinned to a tree by a powerful arm. Weland found himself staring into the
fiercest eyes he had ever seen.

‘So, little Hare, are you going to run or freeze?’ Although the man looked
frightening – he had long, white hair washed with lime and a drooping white
moustache – his voice sounded mischievous and playful. ‘Because the wolf will
catch you anyway!’

‘But he won’t make little Hare squeal!’ Weland spoke out defiantly, and he
could see that the stranger was pleased.

‘Good answer, young sir.’ The man let him go and ruffled his hair. ‘My name
is Carad. I have travelled here with my friends Aisling and Braeden. And who
are you?’

‘I am Weland, son of Brennus.’
‘Is he your chieftain?’
‘No sir, that is Vepomaros.’
‘Then please take me to him, for I have important matters to discuss.’

* * *
‘The Romans could not surround us because we had taken our stand on the
hill. There was woodland behind us and marshland in front. The Roman cavalry
charged, but our spears rained down and they could not break our ranks. And
when their infantrymen marched against us, our war chariots swept in from the
sides – each one bearing a warrior standing astride the paired horses – and
cut through their lines again and again!’

Vepomaros, Brennus and other men of the settlement listened closely as
Carad told his story. Weland found it all very exciting. But he saw that nearby,
Ambior stood with the usual sneer on his face, while his father Ariovis looked
very suspicious.

‘So, Carad,’ he said in a challenging tone, ‘you tell us that the Silurian tribe
of Cymru stood up stoutly to the Roman attack?’

‘Many tribesmen fought bravely and well!’
‘And yet I have heard that the Silures were beaten on their own ground and

routed. This was because the Romans fought as one trained force, while the
Silures were a disorganised rabble.’
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Even Weland could see that Ariovis was trying to provoke Carad. He
thought this was very ill mannered, since Carad and his friends were guests of
the clan. Whatever Carad’s reply might have been, he was interrupted by
Bettrys, who stepped forward to offer him more ale. Weland smiled, knowing
she had picked her moment well and, once again, showed wisdom beyond her
years.

‘I also heard,’ Ariovis went on, ‘that a man who fought with the Silures and
was an inspiration to them – a man named Caratacus – was forced to flee; and
his brother, wife and daughters were captured. No doubt many Romans will be
looking for him . . . ’

Carad ignored the mischievous priest and spoke to the whole assembly.
‘Fellow Britons, I tell you these stories to warn you that the Romans have not
come here to form friendships. They want only to conquer and to plunder our
beautiful land. I say again that if the Silurians were beaten in this battle, they
will not lose the greater war against the invaders. They struggle to keep a way
of life that the Romans would steal from us. I urge you to follow the Silures’
example and fight – fight like the wolf rather than bowing down like sheep!’

These were stirring words and Weland felt flushed with pride to be a Briton.
The people who had listened to Carad began to talk among themselves.
Vepomaros felt that time was needed to reflect on what Carad had said, and
so he ordered that the feasting should begin.

Low wooden tables were brought and set near the bonfires where the crowd
had been sitting. Hay was scattered on the ground for greater comfort.
According to tradition, guests should eat first: Carad, Aisling, Braeden and the
other visiting clansmen were each offered the roasted right forelimb of a pig.
These animals had been sacrificed earlier to the god Moccus, who was a
protector god of hunters. It was considered good manners to eat all of the meat
on the joint, which Carad and his friends did gladly, since they were very hungry.

Afterwards more food – the fruits of the harvest – appeared and everyone
was urged to eat their fill. Even though the mood earlier had been serious, as
the evening wore on and the moon rose bright and full, the atmosphere
became one of celebration. People thanked the gods for helping the tribe to
flourish.

Weland had chosen to sit close to Bettrys. He couldn’t wait any longer to
find out how she felt about him. Before he arrived, he expected to find Ambior
there, but Weland’s rival was nowhere to be seen. So it was that he enjoyed
eating with Bettrys, though he felt too nervous to ask her about the future. He
tried instead to be light-hearted and make jokes. And although Bettrys laughed,
Weland realised that she was troubled about something.
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‘What is it?’ he asked at last. ‘I know you’re concerned – would you rather I
went away?’

Bettrys frowned, then smiled at him. ‘Oh Weland no, it’s not you. I have a
feeling that something is terribly wrong, but I don’t know quite what.’

Weland did not doubt her words for an instant. While the priests of the tribe
were men, a number of the women – including Bettrys – had the gift of future-
sight. And while the women’s visions were not always clear, they were rarely
wrong.

‘Then why don’t you go to the shrine and ask the gods for guidance?’
Weland said. ‘I’ll come with you.’

So they walked along the moonlit path together. Other people from the tribe,
in pairs and small groups, were visiting the shrine also – but only one or two
people at a time went up to the altar block to worship.

When it was their turn, Weland placed a coin in a pit beside the entrance. It
was a silver piece that Vepomaros had given him, showing a horse and letters
that Weland couldn’t understand. But it was beautiful, even so. It was a tradi-
tion that the chieftain gave each member of the clan a coin to offer to the gods.
Weland respected this – but would have loved to keep the shiny coin for
himself.

Bettrys went to the altar and knelt before it, gazing at a small wooden statue
that had startling eyes of blue glass. She knelt in silence, then stood and
walked quickly back to Weland. He could see that her eyes were full of shad-
ows and darkness.

‘I know,’ she whispered with a trembling voice. ‘I have seen. Ariovis intends
to betray Carad and his men to the Romans. He has sent word to the garrison
at Ratae . . . I don’t know how long ago, but some time tonight Roman soldiers
will come and try to capture Carad, or even kill him – ’

‘Then we must warn him!’
‘Wait, Weland, wait!’ Bettrys gripped his arm. ‘There’s something I must do

first. Come with me quickly.’
Instead of going towards the village, Bettrys led Weland farther up the hill to

an outcrop of rock, where a spring bubbled out of a cleft. Bettrys dropped to
her knees and selected three stones from among the hundreds that lay in the
water.

‘I lift these stones for courage, freedom and right action . . . ’ She placed two
in a pouch tied at her waist. ‘One is for Carad, one is for me.’ And she handed
Weland the third. ‘May they stay with us until our journey’s end. They are
dreamstones,’ she explained, ‘and they help us to walk the right path in life.’
She smiled fondly upon him and Weland’s heart soared.
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‘I’ll go and warn Carad,’ she said. ‘Will you head towards Ratae, and at the
first sign of soldiers approaching, hurry back to tell us?’

‘I’ll do that,’ Weland promised. ‘Stay safe Bettrys.’ She nodded and then,
with a flicker of long golden hair and a light pattering of footsteps, she was
gone.

* * *
Weland took the high ridge-way heading west towards Ratae, ‘the place of
ramparts’. It was rumoured that the Romans were building defences there
before advancing to the north, into the territory of the Brigantes tribe. From his
high viewpoint, Weland could see the glow of fires from the garrison, even
though it was still miles away.

He continued moving at a brisk pace, seeing his way by moonlight. His eyes
grew used to the silvery landscape as he gazed down into the valley. His atten-
tion was fixed there – so it was that he failed to notice what was right in front
of him until it was too late.

A powerful blow struck the side of his head and smashed him to the ground.
‘You’re not even fit to herd sheep,’ said a familiar voice. Ambior’s strong hands
grabbed Weland’s tunic and dragged him up – only to batter him down again
with two more mighty punches.

As Weland lay dazed, he heard the heavy clumping of horses and was
aware of two or three cavalrymen riding past. Ambior was already returning to
the settlement with the Romans. Weland had failed in his mission. Although,
he thought, I could still get there ahead of them by going through the woods. If
only. . .

Ambior started to haul Weland to his feet for a third time. But Weland was
expecting this and swung a solid right fist into Ambior’s face. Weland thought
he would need to fight hard for victory, but with a soft grunt Ambior simply fell
and lay still, quite unconscious.

Weland chuckled to realise why – he still held the dreamstone in his hand
and it had added weight to his blow.

For a moment, he thought his troubles were over, but then to his dismay he
saw one of the Roman horsemen turn and begin cantering back. The soldier
drew his short stabbing sword as he came.

Weland started to panic. He wanted to run, but fear kept him frozen to the
spot. Then he remembered what Carad had said. Do not die like sheep. Fight
like the wolf. And those words gave him strength as a wild idea leapt into his
mind –

Without a second thought Weland hurled the dreamstone at the Roman
horseman and quite by luck (though he would never admit that!) it struck the
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soldier squarely on his unprotected forehead. He tumbled from his horse and
crashed to the ground.

Weland grabbed the soldier’s silver parade helmet and also took his sword,
thinking the other horsemen might return. But they had moved out of sight and
earshot, and galloped on ahead.

But now there was no time to lose. Weland ran as fast as he could along the
ridge and then down into the woods towards the village.

* * *
It was an hour later. Nearby, among the trees, Aisling and Braeden waited with
the horses. Vepomaros, Carad, Bettrys and Weland were gathered beside the
shrine, while Ariovis at Vepomaros’ command stood nervously beyond the
fence. Weland’s story, with the Roman helmet and sword to prove it, could not
be denied: the priest had brought disgrace upon himself, although through
Carad’s forgiveness, not to the tribe itself.

‘We are grateful to you, Carad,’ Vepomaros said with a bow. ‘If it had not
been for Bettrys’ and Weland’s quick action, the soldiers would have found
you. More may come here later, but I have Ariovis and his son’s promise of
silence. You will not be followed. I will leave you now to make your farewells.’

So it was that the three of them – Weland, Bettrys and Carad – said their
goodbyes. Bettrys placed the dreamstone delicately into Carad’s hand as she
explained its purpose. Likewise, Carad gave his blessing of good fortune, then
he slipped a golden ring from his little finger and slid it onto Bettrys’ right thumb
(since her other fingers were all too small).

‘And for you, Weland, who has brought such honour to your family. . . ’ He
took a gold torc from his neck and placed it around Weland’s, whose eyes filled
with tears of gratitude and pride.

‘But where will you go now?’ Weland wondered.
‘I travel north, to the land of the Brigantes. There I hope to win their queen,

Cartimandua, to my way of thinking. Whether I succeed or not, the gods only
know. But I must try: for in future times the people will look upon the labour of
the Romans and call it the work of the giants. But by then, they will be nothing
but ghosts. I do not wish to see the Britons become ghosts before them, dying
like sheep by their hand.’

With a final firm clasp of Weland’s shoulder, Carad turned and vanished
among the trees, leaving the two youngsters by themselves.

‘There could still be trouble in store for us,’ Bettrys said softly, though with
no fear in her voice now. And greater trouble, Weland thought, since I have lost
the dreamstone she gave me!

But at that, somehow knowing what was going through his mind, Bettrys
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simply chuckled and clasped his fingers and said, ‘You’re not to worry Weland.
We’ll go looking for the dreamstone tomorrow.’

And so they did – and of course, Bettrys knew exactly where it lay.

Steve Bowkett, August 2009
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