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For the next few weeks, Conan spent most days working with his uncle. When there was 

no more they could do for the day, he went back to the forge to help his father, who was 

busy making iron spears, swords and knives. There were frequent messengers from the 

Iceni, although Conan never saw Boudica again. It was usually two or three of the Iceni 

chiefs, flanked by men on horses. Sometimes, he recognised the faces of men from other 

tribes. Normally, they would not have been welcome: there had always been competition 

for land, crops and raw materials, which meant fights and squabbles between tribes. But 

now they had a common enemy: Rome. The humiliation of the Iceni queen Boudica and 

her daughters had angered many in his own tribe. They were angry at the Romans’ 

refusal to return land that was theirs by right. There was also resentment that the 

Romans felt they were a superior race, and the Celts an unruly rabble. Even small boys 

and girls in his tribe had picked up on this and sometimes hid in the trees or bushes to 

hurl stones at the shields of passing Roman soldiers. Conan had never done this when he 

was a boy, although he and his friends had once found a Roman standard leaning against 

a tree while the soldiers were watering their horses. They had stolen it, waving it around 

as they took turns pretending to be the Roman Emperor. Conan had carried it home like 

a trophy, but he had hidden it because he thought his father would be angry if he found 

it. To his surprise, when Drest did find it, he had just smiled and winked at him. 

The work with Turi was quite boring and repetitive at first. There were endless 

sheets of bronze to be carefully hammered out. But the design of his carnyx excited 

Conan. Turi had told him he could choose any kind of animal: a boar, a snake, a dragon, 

or a wolf perhaps? Conan had spent several nights thinking about it until it came to him. 

Like Morrigan, Andraste, the war goddess of the Iceni, took the form of a raven. He 

would make his carnyx in the shape of a raven, the oldest and wisest of all birds, and a 

menacing symbol of darkness and death. He had watched them so many times flying 

over the marshes or in the woods that he knew every detail of their anatomy. He also 

knew that they had fifty or sixty different calls, though he was still learning to recognise 

them all. 
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In spite of his excitement, he found that making a carnyx was painstaking and 

slow. For days, weeks even, the horn had lay in pieces on the table: bits of bronze tube, a 

hollow skull, a spring, two glinting eyes. Now, as he fitted the head into place, and 

checked that the jointed beak was working with the tongue moving like a clapper, the 

carnyx was coming to life.  

Conan stood back to admire his creation. He felt proud and a little in awe of it. 

This was the first time he had seen it put together. The long tube soared upwards, the 

full height of a man. At the top, the neck arched over, bearing the raven’s head, framed 

by its splayed wing feathers. The eyes glinted black as soot and the thick, curving beak 

gaped open to reveal a blood-red tongue. 

The winter days were shortening and it was getting towards dusk. Conan 

hesitated. He should probably leave it until morning now to try the carnyx out. But he 

couldn’t wait that long. The thing looked as if it were alive and he longed to hear the 

noise it could make. Throwing a cloak over his shoulders, he carefully lifted the carnyx 

and carried it outside. No one was about as he headed towards the woods. He would try 

it just once, to see what it sounded like. He had to practise breathing in through his nose 

while blowing out through his mouth, a circular breath that would fill the whole head of 

the carnyx with sound. 

He glanced around to make sure he was alone. Most people would be in their 

roundhouses now, huddling around a fire. He hoisted the carnyx upwards, stretching out 

his arm to support the tube. Carefully, he placed his lips to the mouthpiece. Then, taking 

a deep breath in, he puffed out his cheeks and blew. 

At first there was just a mousy squeak. He tried again, pursing his lips around the 

mouthpiece. This time, he began to get the hang of it. He took another deep breath, 

forcing it through the tube as if his cheeks were bellows. The sound seemed to grow, 

turning into a screech that rang through the woods: a harsh, ugly, braying noise that 

made his whole body shake. The tongue clapped inside the raven’s head as the air filled 

its skull. 

He heard another sound and looked upwards. In the dusky sky, something 

moved: a dark shape. It was a raven. He heard it cry, as if it were answering the call of 

the carnyx. He could see it, circling above the trees. Then he saw another and another, 

until the sky was black with ravens, swarming and wheeling above him as the daylight 

faded. 

 


