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CAPITALS=major character

+=historical figure

( )=dead before story begins

[ ]=ALTERNATE OR LATER FORM OF NAME

PEOPLE

BRITONS

(Note: Most of these names are attested from written documents of the period; however, I have left the British nominative ending “os” on some but not on others to provide variety and lessen confusion for the reader.)



+Adminios—middle son of Cunobelin, exiled king of the Cantiaci



Anaveistl—mother of Boudica



Antebrogios—Durotrige chieftain defending the Hill of Stones



+Antedios—High King of the Iceni



Argantilla—Boudica’s younger daughter



Aurodil—an Iceni maiden



Beric—son of Segovax, a young warrior in the rebellion



Bethoc—an old woman from a fishing village on Mona



Bituitos—bodyguard to Prasutagos

+Bodovoc—king of the Northern Dobunni, subject to Togodumnos



+BOUDICA—daughter of Dubrac, later wife of Prasutagos and queen of the Iceni



Bracios [Braci]—Boudica’s youngest brother



Brocagnos—an Iceni farmer



Calgac—a warrior in Boudica’s service



+CARATAC [Caratacus]—third son of Cunobelin, king of the Cantiaci and leader of the fight against Rome



+Cartimandua—queen of the Brigantes



Carvilios—a warrior in the rebellion



Caw—a freedman in the service of Boudica’s daughters



Cingetor—king of the Silures



+Cogidubnos—grandson of Verica, later, king of the Atrebates and Regni



+Corio—king of the Southern Dobunni



Crispus—a Gaulish freedman in Boudica’s service



(+Cunobelin [Cunobelinos])—king of the Trinovantes and Catuvellauni, overlord of southeast Britannia)



Drostac of Ash Hill—a chieftain of the Iceni



Dubnocoveros—eldest son of Dubrac and brother of Boudica



Dubrac—father of Boudica, a prince of the Southern Iceni



Eoc Mor—bodyguard to Prasutagos



Epilios—youngest son of Cunobelin, foster brother of Braci



+Esico—goldsmith minting coins for Prasutagos



Kitto—the son of a farmer near Manduessedum



Leucu—an Iceni warrior in the service of Dubrac



Maglorios—overking of the Belgae



Mandos—an Iceni warrior



Morigenos—an Iceni clan chieftain



Nessa—an old servant in Boudica’s family



Palos—owner of the farm near the Horse Shrine, husband of Shanda



+PRASUTAGOS—son of Domarotagos, High King of the Iceni, Boudica’s husband



Rigana—Boudica’s older daughter



Rosic—a farmer near Eponadunon, father of Temella



Segovax—an Iceni clan leader



Shanda—wife of Palos, of the farm near the Horse Shrine



Tabanus—a Trinovante slave in Colonia



Tancoric—king of the Durotriges



Tascio—son of Segovax, a young warrior in the rebellion



Taximagulos—an Iceni farmer



Temella—Boudica’s maid



Tingetorix—a war leader in the rebellion



+Togodumnos—son of Cunobelin, king of the Trinovantes and Catuvellauni



+Venutios—king of the Brigantes



+Veric [Verica]—king of the Atrebates expelled by Caratac

DRUIDS

Albi—a boy in training with the Druids



Ambios—Druid attached to the household of King Caratac



ARDANOS—a Druid priest



Belina—a niece of Cunobelin and a priestess



Bendeigid—a Cornovian boy in training with the Druids, later husband of Rheis



Brangenos—a Druid bard from Gallia



Brenna—a Brigante girl in training with the Druids



Brigomaglos—a Durotrige Druid



Caillean—an Irish girl fostered by Lhiannon



(Catuera—a legendary priestess)



Cloto [Lucius Cloto]—an Atrebate boy in training with the Druids



Coventa—a Brigante girl in training with the Druids, later a priestess



Cunitor—a Druid priest



Elin—an old priestess



Divitiac—chief Druid of the Durotrige tribe



Helve—a senior priestess, later High Priestess



Kea—a girl in training with the Druids



LHIANNON—a young priestess



Lugovalos—Arch-Druid at Lys Deru



Mandua—an Atrebate girl in training with the Druids



Mearan—High Priestess when Boudica arrives on Mona



Nan—an old priestess living at Avalon



Nodona—a young priestess, Helve’s second protegée



Rheis—daughter of Ardanos, later wife of Bendeigid



Rianor—a Trinovante boy in training with the Druids, later a priest



Sciovana—wife of Ardanos



Senora—a girl in training with the Druids

ROMANS

Calvus [Junius Antonius Calvus]—a Roman lawyer



+Catus [Decianus Catus]—Roman procurator in charge of collecting debts



+Claudius [Tiberius Claudius Caesar Augustus Germanicus]—emperor 41 CE to 54 CE



Crispus—a Gallo-Roman freedman in the household of Boudica



+(Gaius Julius Caesar, imperator and leader of a successful campaign in Britannia in 54 BCE)



+Gaius Nero “Caligula”—emperor 54 CE to 68 CE



+Gallus [Aulus Didius Gallus]—governor of Britannia 52 CE to 57 CE



+Narcissus—a freedman and secretary of state to Claudius



+Nero [Nero Claudius Caesar]—emperor 54 CE to 68 CE



+Petilius Cerialis—commander of Legio IX in 60 CE



+Paulinus [Gaius Suetonius Paulinus]—governor of Britannia 58 CE to 61 CE



+Plautius [Aulus Plautius]—commander of the invasion force, military governor of Britannia 43 CE to 47 CE



+Poenius Postumus—commander of Legio II Augusta, the legion that failed to come to Paulinus’s aid



Pollio [Lucius Junius Pollio]—a tax collector in Britannia



+Scapuola [Publius Ostorius Scapuola]—governor of Britannia 48 CE to 52 CE



+Seneca [Lucius Annaeus Seneca]—senator and playwright, one of the regents for the emperor Nero



+Silanus [Lucius Junius Silanus Torquatus]—senator, son-in-law of Claudius



+Vespasian [Titus Flavius Vespasianus]—legionary legate in command of Legio II Augusta during the invasion (emperor, 69 CE to 79 CE)

ANIMALS

Bogle—pack leader of Boudica’s white, red-eared hounds



Roud—Boudica’s red mare



Branwen—Boudica’s white mare

DEITIES

Andraste—battle goddess of the Iceni



Argantorota [Arianrhod]—Lady of the Silver Wheel



Arimanes [Arawn]—ruler of the Underworld (or Arihausnos)

Belutacadros, Cocidios, Coroticos, Lenos, Olloudios, Teutates—war gods



Brigantia—goddess of inspiration, smithcraft, and healing, also territorial goddess of the Brigantes



Cathubodva—“Battle Raven,” see Morrigan



Dagdevos [the Dagda]—the Good God, a god of fertility, mate of the Morrigan



Epona—the Horse Goddess, patroness of the Iceni



Lugos [Lugh]—the many-skilled, honored at the harvest



Morrigan—“Great Queen,” a title for the battle goddess, also called Cathubodva (“Battle Raven”) and Nantosuelta (“Winding-One”)



Sucellos—“the Striker,” a Gaulish equivalent to Dagdevos, mate of the Morrigan



Taranis—god of thunder

PLACES

An-Dubnion [Annwyn]—the Underworld



Briga/the Brigante lands—Yorkshire and Lancashire



River Brigant—the Braint, in Anglesey



River Brue—near Glastonbury



Camadunon [Cadbury Castle]—a hillfort at the edge of Somerset that in the sixth century was to be refortified as King Arthur’s Camelot.



Camulodunon [Camulodunum, Colonia Victricensis, Colchester]—chief dun of the Trinovante territories, capital for Cunobelin, and later administrative center for Britannia Superiore



Carn Ava [Avebury]—a stone circle north of Stonehenge



Danatobrigos, the Hill of the Sheep [Sedgeford, Norfolk]—Boudica’s farm



Deva [Chester]—home fort for Legio XX and IV



Dun Garo [Venta Icenorum, Caistor St. Edmunds, Norfolk]—Iceni capital, just south of present-day Norwich



Dun of Stones [Hod Hill, Dorset]—hillfort defended by the Durotriges



Durovernon [Durovernum Cantiacorum, Canterbury]—dun of Caratac, the Cantiaci capital



Durovigutum [Godmanchester]—a Roman fort at the edge of the Iceni country



Earth-ring—Arminghall Henge, south of Norwich



Eponadunon [Warham Camp, Norfolk]—King Prasutagos’s dun



Eriu [Ireland]



Garo—river Yare, Norfolk



Gesoriacum [Boulogne]—Roman port in Gallia



Great Road [Watling Street]—an early Roman road bisecting Britannia from London to Wroxeter



Horse Shrine [Sedgeford, Norfolk]—local offering place near Danatobrigos



House of the Hare (near Teutodunon)—home of Boudica’s parents



Isca Road [Fosse Way]—Roman road from Exeter to Lincoln



Isle of Vectis [Isle of Wight]



Laigin [Leinster, Ireland]



Lake of Little Stones—Llyn Cerrig Bach, Anglesey



Lead Hills [Mendip Hills, Somerset]



Letocetum [Wall]—a Roman fort on Watling Street in the Midlands



Limes—the border between the pacified and unpacified lands, running roughly from present-day York to Usk in Wales



Londinium [London]—administrative center and trading town on the Tamesa



Lys Deru (Oakhalls) [near Brynsiencyn, Anglesey]—the Druid community on Mona.



Lys Udra [near Aldborough, Yorkshire]—Queen Cartimandua’s home



Medu [the Medway]—in Kent



Mona [Anglesey]—an island off the northwest tip of Wales, the Druid sanctuary



Manduessedum [Mancetter, near Nuneaton]—site of Boudica’s last battle



Narrow Sea [English Channel]



Noviomagus—Chichester, Sussex



Rigodunon—Venutios’s hillfort at Stanwix, near Carlisle



Sabrina [Severn River]



Sacred Spring—Holy Well at Walsingham, Norfolk



Salmaes Firth [the Solway]



Tamesa [River Thames]



Teutodunon [Thetford, Gallows Hill]—dun of the Iceni clan of the Hare, home of Boudica’s family and site of Prasutagos’s great hall



Verlamion [Verulamium, St. Albans]—Catuvellauni capital



Vernemeton, the Forest House (near Chester)—sanctuary to which the surviving Druid priestesses are moved after the fall of Mona

TRIBAL TERRITORIES

(Borders Approximate and Shifting)



Atrebates—Hampshire, Berkshire



Belgae—Wiltshire, Hampshire



Brigantes—York, Lancaster



Cantiaci—Kent



Catuvellauni—Oxfordshire, Hertshire



Deceangli—Flintshire (north coast of Wales)



Demetae—Pembrokeshire (southwest Wales)



Dobunni—Gloucestershire



Durotriges—Dorset, Somerset



Iceni—Norfolk



Ordovices—western Wales to Anglesey



Regni—Sussex, Surrey



Silures—Glamorgan and Monmouthshire (southern Wales)



Trinovantes—Essex, Suffolk
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PROLOGUE

Lhiannon Speaks




At Samhain, we open our doors to the spirits of those who are gone. These days I find it easier to remember the dead than the living. I recall the most insignificant details of dress and habits of the women who were priestesses when I was young, and forget the names of the girls who serve me now. Even at this season of chill winds and falling leaves the house they have made for me beneath the trees of Vernemeton is comfortable, but when I remember our sanctuary on the Isle of Mona, it is all one golden afternoon, for Lys Deru was a place of magic.

These girls have grown up in the shadow of Rome. How can I show them the glory of that world in which we lived before the Legions came? I suppose it was no more perfect than any other society of humans, but it was our own. The Druids of Lys Deru preserved a noble tradition which we can practice only in pale imitation here.

Ardanos says that to survive we must bow our heads, conceal our powers, compromise. I do not gainsay him—what use would it be? But sometimes I wish that we could make these young ones understand why we fought to stay free. They say that the Society of Ravens is rising again. Will they call upon the Lady of Ravens to lead them? Boudica did, and nearly brought Rome to her knees.

In those days we loved deeply and dared greatly. Now all we can do is endure. It is the turn of Ardanos’s granddaughter Eilan to serve me. Perhaps this evening, when we wait for the procession of spirits to come to my door, I will try to tell her the tale…








ONE




They had come to the Druids’ Isle just before sunset, Boudica sitting very straight in the saddle so that no one would know she was afraid. She blinked back memories of blue waters hazed with magic and conical thatched roofs against a fading sky, a crowd of bearded men in white robes and veiled women with eyes full of secrets, and the little shock as they passed between the carved and painted gateposts that warded Lys Deru—the court of the oaks.

They had taken her to the House of Maidens. Eight girls of varying ages, from nine or ten to fourteen, her own age, stared back at her.

“Is it always cold here?” Boudica asked. She did not know whether she was shivering from exhaustion or from magic.

“Cold?” answered a dark-haired girl who had been introduced as Brenna. “In the winter surely, but now it is spring!” She was dressed in the simple sleeveless tunica of undyed linen that all the girls wore, pinned at the shoulders with bronze fibulae and girded with green.

“You will learn how to keep your inner fire burning so that you are not cold,” Brenna went on. “But for now, let us see if we can make it warmer in here…” She frowned in concentration, then gestured, and the sticks on the central hearth burst suddenly into flame. From Brenna’s smile, Boudica thought that she had only lately learned this skill herself. She smiled back, trying not to show how much the feat had impressed her. She might be a novice to magic, but she came of royal kin and had been fostered in the household of the great king Cunobelin.

Boudica was very aware of having lived in the woolen tunica and breeches she wore beneath it for the past month of journeying, but the simple garments the other girls were wearing seemed a poor alternative. And as for a wash—the Druids probably bathed in the chill waters of the stream. She straightened and stroked the fox fur edging of her cloak, which was so near in color to her hair. Better they should think her vain than weak. She had wept the first few nights of this journey across Britannia, huddled in cloak and blankets upon the hard ground, but she would not do so now.

“You are from the Iceni country, are you not? Let me introduce you to the rest of our company. This is Coventa—” Brenna put her arm around a small fair-haired girl. “She comes from the Brigante lands, like me. And that’s Mandua, of the Atrebates—” She pointed to an older girl with a discontented face. As the names flowed by, Boudica saw curiosity and judgment in their eyes.

Clad, as they were, all alike, she could not tell which ones were the daughters of chieftains and which were the daughters of farmers. That was probably the intention. It was customary to give the children of good families a season or two among the Druids so that they might have a grounding in the deeper philosophy behind the superstitions of the common folk. But the peasant children chosen by the priests for their talent might well look down on those whose birth was their only qualification for being here. Boudica had already sworn they would have no cause to look down on her.

“But the Isle of Mona belongs to no tribe,” Brenna finished. “That is why the School of the Mysteries was established here at Lys Deru.”

“Truly?” asked Mandua. “I thought we settled out here at the end of the world to stay beyond the reach of Rome.”

Boudica sat down on the bed, remembering the sheer mass and might of the mountains they had passed. And yet the road, however difficult, had brought her here. In Camulodunon it had seemed that nothing was beyond Rome’s reach. But here, so far from everything she had ever known, she was not so sure. She summoned up a bright smile for the other girls.

“I bless the hour of our meeting. I am sure you will all have many things to tell me…”

“It is Lhiannon you have to listen to,” said little Coventa with a laugh. “Helve has the title Mistress of the House of Maidens, but Lhiannon does the work—” She broke off at Brenna’s frown. “Well, it’s true, and is not truth what we are seeking here?”

Boudica lifted an eyebrow. “If it is, then the Druids are different from any other group of people I ever knew,” she said dryly.

“Do you think you know so much more because you were fostered in a king’s dun?” objected Brenna. “Here we serve the gods!”

“But you are not yet gods yourselves.” Boudica shrugged. “The Druids who served King Cunobelin were as avid for power as any of his chieftains.”

Coventa frowned. “Perhaps living in the world corrupted them.”

“Well, we must not quarrel about it on your first night here,” Brenna said peaceably. “What was it like in Camulodunon? Does Cunobelin’s dun really have golden thatching and marble walls?”

Boudica laughed. “Only the gold of wheatstraw, but it is cut in layered patterns, and the outer walls are whitewashed and painted in spirals of color.”

“It sounds like a dwelling of the gods,” sighed Brenna.

“It was…” said Boudica, eyes prickling with a sudden surge of longing for the place that had been her home since she was seven years old. But the great king was dead, his household dispersed, and her father had sent her here to the end of the world.

“We are not gods here, but we will not let you starve—” came a voice from the doorway.

Looking up, Boudica saw a slim young woman in the blue robe of a full priestess whose fair hair fell halfway down her back beneath a dark veil. As she came into the roundhouse, the other girls straightened and bowed.

Boudica cast her a swift look, wondering how much she had heard. If the woman was a power in this place, she would have to treat her carefully. She looked again and found her glance held by eyes of a blue so light they seemed luminous. The blue crescent of the Goddess was tattooed between pale brows.

“My name is Lhiannon,” the woman said then. As she smiled her lashes veiled that blue gaze, and Boudica was able to look away. “I will be your teacher.”

 

The current in the stream was running fast and strong. Overhead, three ravens called as they danced on the wind.

Boudica had been glad for a break from lessons, but fighting the water was not her idea of fun. She waded carefully toward the middle of the stream, where brown waters were frothing around a tangle of branches. The stream was said to be sacred to the goddess Brigantia, but if so, she was an angry goddess now.

The priests had set all the young ones to clearing the course of the creek that flowed behind Lys Deru, swollen now with water from the spring rains. The flood had brought down quantities of debris that choked the watercourse and threatened to flood the roundhouses, and the ditch that kept cattle from wandering into the village was not deep enough to carry the overflow. As Lhiannon pointed out, they always needed firewood. It would have been ungrateful to waste the bounty.

The young priest Ardanos, who the girls said was courting Lhiannon, had told them that clearing the stream would be a service to the spirit who lived there. Boudica hoped so. She got a good grip on the nearest branch and began to pull, swore as her fingers slipped on the wet bark, and pulled again. Something gave way, then snagged. A twig had hooked under another branch and was holding it there. Clearly, this task needed more hands. She turned, eyes narrowing as she looked for the others. More clouds were piling up overhead. The rocky coast that fronted the sea of Eriu would take the worst of any storm, but the rain would sweep across the island.

“Mandua!” she called, recognizing the girl’s brown braid. “Mandua—lift that branch for me so I can get this one free!” The other girl turned in surprise, then tossed the stick she held toward the bank and began to splash downstream.

It had been a good idea, Boudica thought as the wood came free. A branch this size would keep a fire going for hours. And the pile was full of more just like it. It seemed a pity to waste time hauling the branch she had all the way back to the bank. She glanced at the other muddy forms.

“Senora! Coventa! Come here. We can pull this wood in ever so much faster if we pass it hand to hand! The boys won’t get nearly so much.” As they looked at her doubtfully she pointed downstream, where the lads were working. “They promised that those who made the biggest pile of firewood would get honeycakes tonight.”

In a few minutes she had Brenna and Kea tackling the next log pile, with the smaller girls helping them. Boudica hauled at the wet wood, lips pulled back in a fierce grin. It no longer mattered that this was no fit labor for a royal woman of the Iceni. So many of the Druid ways were strange to her, it was a relief to tackle something that she could really do!

Lost in the rhythm of the work, she had no attention for anything but the tangles of wood before her. It was only when there were no hands ready to take the next log that she focused once more on her surroundings.

“I can’t hold it, Boudica—my hands are numb!” Senora held them up.

“Trade places with Coventa and put your hands in your armpits while you wait for her to hand you the next one,” she ordered. “Come, Coventa—no, it’s not too deep. Here, take this end of the stick and pass it along.”

Coventa looked almost as pale as Senora, but she obeyed. Now the others were whining as well. Boudica was cold and wet, too, but that must not be allowed to matter. They were making good progress. The brown water ran swiftly where they had cleared the channel, and the pile of branches on the bank was higher than Coventa.

“Haven’t we done enough?” asked Mandua, shouting above the rush of the stream. “I can’t feel my feet anymore!”

“Not until we are done,” called Boudica. “Look, there is only this last pile and our part of the stream will be clear.”

The light was fading, but she could see where to grip the next piece of wood. She inched her way toward it, bracing herself against the current, which had grown stronger as the obstructions were taken away. As she touched the bark she heard a scream.

“Coventa! Coventa fell!” Senora was waving wildly, pointing downstream.

Boudica caught sight of a pale bubble of cloth bobbing past and launched herself in a low dive. Her hands, colder than she had allowed herself to realize, tried to close on the cloth and failed. She went down, got her feet under her, lunged, and caught the other girl by one arm. Coventa’s cold flesh was slippery, but Boudica held on. Now both went under. Was it a waterlogged branch that was tangling in her tunica or cold hands that sought to drag her down? Once more she struggled upright, grabbing Coventa around the body. Brenna splashed toward her with the others behind her. Hand to hand they passed the girl to the shore, and then Brenna was helping Boudica up the bank, where she sat, teeth chattering as much with shock as with cold.

Presently Ardanos lifted her to her feet and she was hustled back to the House of Maidens. Coventa had been taken to the healers, but no one seemed to care that Boudica, too, was wet and chilled to the bone. She rubbed herself dry as best she could and pulled on a wool tunica and her fur-trimmed cloak, then sat by the little fire with only the stone head of the house spirit in its niche by the threshold for company.

Were they going to send her home? Boudica did not know whether to hope or to fear. To go home in defeat would gall her soul. She would rather stay the year, and when the tribesmen came with next year’s offerings she could choose to leave with them.

Her hair had dried from wet auburn to its usual curling red-gold when the hide that covered the door rustled. Boudica looked up and recognized Lhiannon’s slender silhouette in the gloom.

“Why are you sitting here? Dinner is ready and I saw you were not there. Aren’t you hungry?”

Boudica nodded. “No one came. I thought I was being punished.”

“Ah…” Lhiannon poked at the coals and a spurt of flame gleamed on her fair hair. With a sigh she sat down on the other side of the fire. “Do you think that you should be?”

“No!” the answer burst out. “It was an accident! The river was running fast—anyone could have fallen! And…I think the stream spirit wants an offering.”

“That has been attended to,” Lhiannon replied. She waited, holding Boudica in that calm blue gaze until the girl had gotten her breathing under control once more.

“Is Coventa all right?” Boudica swallowed, remembering how limp the other girl had been in her arms.

“Well,” said Lhiannon, “if that was not the first thing you said, at least you asked…We think Coventa knocked her head on a stone when she went down. But she is awake now, and asking for food. The healers will keep her for a time to make sure the water she swallowed has done her no harm, but she should recover well.”

“I am glad,” Boudica whispered. She sat back, relief at the release of a fear she had not known she felt sending a flush of heat through her veins.

“You should be. So I will ask again—do you think we should punish you?”

The girl shrugged. “People always look for someone to blame when something goes wrong.” She had seen that all too often in King Cunobelin’s hall.

“Let us look at it another way,” Lhiannon said. “If Coventa had died, would you owe compensation for her loss?”

Boudica looked up at her, understanding that this was a different question. “Do you mean that what happened was my responsibility?”

Lhiannon looked at her, the pale eyes gleaming faintly. “Why was Coventa in the stream?”

“Because you ordered us to clear out the wood that blocked it!” snapped Boudica.

“Indeed, and it should not surprise you to hear that the High Priestess and I have already had the same conversation that you and I are having now. That you were there at all was my fault, and I should have stayed to supervise you.”

“But we were doing very well…”

“It was a good plan,” Lhiannon agreed, “but even the greatest warrior cannot fight well with a weakened sword.”

Boudica frowned, seeing in her mind’s eye the small form of the younger girl. “She was too little…” she said at last.

“She was not up to the job you had given her, and all of you had worked too hard and too long. It is my guess that you have not spent much time with other children—is that not so?” As Boudica nodded she went on. “You come of the Belgic race, who are a tall and vigorous people, and you yourself are strong beyond most girls your age. You must learn to see others as they are, not as you would wish them to be. You made yourself their leader, and so they were your responsibility.”

“King Cunobelin had a gift for that,” said Boudica. “Even when men tried to betray him they served his purposes, because he put them in positions where their natural inclination would further his goals. But I am only a girl. I never thought—”

“Do you think that because you are a woman you have no power? They say that among the Romans it is otherwise, but we Druids know that the Goddess is the source of sovereignty, and it is through the queens and priestesses that it is bestowed upon men. And you are the child of generations of chieftains. I am not surprised that the other girls obeyed.”

The girl bristled at the tone. What did this woman know about the ways of kings? But she had a point—Boudica had always been subject to someone. It had never occurred to her that she, too, might have power.

“I understand,” she said slowly.

“Well, if you do, then something useful has come out of this day!” Lhiannon said briskly. “Come with me now and get something hot in your belly, and then, if you like, we can pay a visit to Coventa and you can assure yourself that she is well.”

 

In the week after Coventa’s near-drowning, a last rainstorm sent waters laughing through the cleared bed of the stream. Then the weather turned warm, as if the spirit of the stream, having been propitiated, had brought the spring. It was not until the night of the new moon that Lhiannon had a chance to speak with Ardanos.

As they passed through the woods toward the grove he had slowed his usual swift step to match hers. He was barely taller than she, and wiry in build rather than muscular, but he had a natural authority and other men respected him. He was whistling softly. She blushed as she realized it was a song he had written for her—


“My love is a girl with hair like golden flax,

With eyes like the summer sky,

The reeds bow down in envy at her walk,

The swaying willows sigh…”



Seeing her response, he laughed. “And how is our Iceni princess settling in?” he asked.

“Rather too aware that she is a princess, I fear,” answered Lhiannon. She lowered her voice as a group of younger priests moved past them, their robes a pale blur in the dusk. “But she is a natural leader. She might make a priestess, if she can learn humility.”

“Ah well, she wouldn’t be the first to have that problem…” Ardanos replied.

He meant Helve. Lhiannon followed his gaze. Long ago this part of the forest had been planted with a triple circle of oaks whose dagged leaves rustled softly in the evening wind. The moon glimmered like a curved river pearl caught in a net of branches. The cloaks of the priestesses made a dark blot beneath the trees. She gave his hand a squeeze of agreement before she crossed the grass to join them.

“Lhiannon, your presence honors us,” said Helve. She was a senior priestess, and almost as talented as she thought she was. Lhiannon could not quite tell if she spoke in mockery. “Were the girls difficult to settle for the night?”

If you had been there, she thought, you would not need to ask.

“That new one, the Iceni girl, will bear watching—perhaps I should take her for special training,” Helve went on.

“You are the Mistress of the House of Maidens,” Lhiannon said quietly, but she was thinking, if you want to teach Boudica, I suggest you begin by learning her name!

She was not sure whether to hope Helve took the girl off her hands or to fear it. Boudica was just as proud as the priestess, and might be even more stubborn. The girl might rebel, or worse still, Helve might encourage her in arrogance rather than teach her humility.

A shimmer of bells sounded from across the circle. Escorted by her handmaidens, the High Priestess was emerging from among the trees. Moving with the pace of ritual, Mearan’s stout figure had a balanced grace. Though all the community worshipped together, the moon rites belonged to the priestesses, as the priests took charge of the solar rituals, and this was the Lady’s hour.

“Behold, O my children, how the Maiden Moon shines above us.” The voice of the High Priestess rang across the circle. “She is early to rise and early to seek her bed—young and full of promise, like the children who have come to study here. From us they will learn our ancient tradition. But what will we learn from them? This evening we ask the Goddess to open our hearts and our minds. For though the wisdom of the old ones endures, the world is ever changing, and the meaning of that wisdom changes as well. It will profit us nothing to stay safe on our island if we grow so apart from the people we are here to serve that they cannot understand our words.”

The circle was silent. In the oak grove, a dove called once, and then was still. Focusing on her link to the earth, Lhiannon tried to let her tensions drain away. The hush deepened as the others did the same, and the circle’s silence became charged with energy.

The High Priestess approached the standing stone in its center. “To you, beloved Lady, we bring these offerings.” One by one her handmaidens laid the spring flowers they carried upon the stone, and Lhiannon and the other priestesses moved inward to surround them.

“Holy Goddess, holy Goddess…” Women’s voices soared, invoking the sacred name in woven harmonies.


“Upon these holy ancient trees

Now cast thy lovely silver light;

Uncloud thy face that we may see

Unveiled, its shining in the night—”



Mearan stood before the altar, hands lifted in adoration. As the song continued, the moonlight seemed to focus around her, as sweetly and gently the Goddess entered in. Her stout figure was growing taller, her face radiant; she shone with power. Forgotten now was the face of wrath the Goddess showed when men called her as Raven of Battle. It was the sweet Lady of the Silver Wheel who had come to them here.

“Holy Goddess, holy Goddess…” the men were chanting, as if the solid earth had found a voice to reply.


“Shine forth upon the fertile earth,

Shine bright upon the sounding sea;

Send down thy tender light to bless

All living things that pray to thee.”



The Goddess turned, hands opening in benediction. In Her deep gaze they found forgiveness, understanding, love.

Lhiannon sighed, releasing the last of her resentment. And as if that had been the offering awaited, she felt her soul filling with white peace. Ah, Boudica, this is what we have to offer you—a stray thought came to her. I hope that one day you will understand… Then that, too, was gone and there was only the light.

 

It was not until autumn that Boudica’s turn to serve Lady Mearan came. The High Priestess occupied a large roundhouse at the edge of the Sacred Grove. Each moon two maidens and one of the younger priestesses would join her there.

Boudica told herself there was no reason to be nervous. She had served in the dun of a great king. But kings only wielded physical power. Life among the Druids was not full of signs and wonders, but in the six months since she arrived she had glimpsed enough strangeness to know that the power was there. And yet in daily life the High Priestess seemed little different from any other woman of her years. She slid her arms into the sleeves of her tunica one at time, and got tangled if her attendants had folded the garment wrong. But when the High Priestess was looking at her, Boudica could always feel her gaze.

In the house of the High Priestess, the sweet scent of drying herbs mingled with the smoke of the hearthfire, and there was always a copper kettle of water for tea hanging over the coals. The only sounds were the murmur of women’s voices, the crackle of the fire, and the whisper of falling rain. On one such evening, when the dusk had drawn in early, Boudica found herself alone with the High Priestess while the others fetched food for the evening meal. She tensed as the older woman motioned her to sit nearby.

“So, have you been happy with us here?” Mearan asked.

The girl ventured a quick glance at the priestess. Age had loosened the flesh that covered the strong bones, but the woman’s dark eyes were like a deep pool into which excuses or prevarications would simply disappear.

“I like Lys Deru,” Boudica said abruptly. “But I have no talent for the things you do, and I don’t like being treated like a baby because I can’t do them…”

“To see what must be done and lead others to do it is a gift as well,” said the priestess. “Do not be so certain you know all that you can and cannot do…”

Boudica was trying to find the words to ask what she meant when she heard voices at the door. Mandua shouldered through, followed by Lhiannon and Coventa, all laden with food. They were followed by a gust of stinging rain.

“This looks splendid,” said the High Priestess. “And the water in my kettle is near the boil, so we shall have tea soon.”

“And bannocks?” asked Coventa hopefully.

“As soon as the stone is hot,” answered Boudica, pouring a little fat into the bowl of ground oats. It was pleasant to listen to the rain lashing the trees outside while sitting with friends beside a good fire. She dribbled sour milk into the mixture, working it into a paste, sprinkled oatmeal onto a flat board, and turned the mixture onto it, coating her fingers with more meal before she began to knead. The ruddy light colored the long folds of the robes that hung from the house posts and touched the shapes of less identifiable bags and boxes with magic. Probably, she thought, they were magic—herbs and stones and bits of this and that, the things a Druid needed for her spells.

Coventa flicked a drop of tea onto the flat slab of slate they had placed on the coals. As it sizzled, Boudica patted the dough into a circle and swiftly quartered it. A splash of fat upon the stone and it was ready for the bannock. In moments, the warm smell of baking oatcake began to mingle with the other scents in the room.

“Listen to the wind!” said Mandua, shivering.

“It whispers stories of all the places it has been,” Coventa agreed.

“Or shouts them,” corrected Boudica, listening to the framework of branches that supported the conical thatched roof flex as a new gust hit.

Lhiannon smiled. “On such a night I always think of those who braved the storms to reach this island. They say that the first wise folk to dwell on Avalon came there from a great island that was overwhelmed by the sea.”

“But how did the Druids get here?” asked Coventa, scooping the toasted bannocks from the stone into a basket.

“It seems an appropriate night for the story…” Lady Mearan drizzled a little honey on her bannock and took a bite with a satisfied sigh. “Those first Oak priests must have found the ocean frightening when they came here, following the first Celtic warleaders to see this land. Their people had grown great, and their clans spiraled outward in every direction. Some fared north to settle Gallia, and from there they ventured to these isles.”

“The Atrebates are of the Belgic tribes, which were the last to come here, and so are the princes who rule the Iceni lands,” added Lhiannon. “Though there is older blood in the people they rule.” She turned back to the High Priestess. “Who was the first of our Order to come to Avalon?”

“The first?” Mearan smiled. “There is a tradition that it was not a priest who came first to Avalon, but a priestess, fleeing the destruction of her dun in one of the early wars. Her name was Catuera. The winter storms had been fierce, so that Avalon was indeed an island. In such weather, when the mists lie close upon the marshlands, it is easy to lose your way. Catuera blundered through the mists, soaked and shivering, until she came…” Mearan paused for a sip of tea.

“To Avalon?” Coventa said eagerly.

The priestess shook her head. “She came to a place with neither sun nor moon, where the trees are always in fruit and in flower. And the queen of its people, who have been here longer than any human folk on these isles, took her in. For a time out of time she stayed there, and when she was healed, she passed through the mists once more. That was how she came to Avalon.”

“Were priestesses living there?” asked Boudica.

“Priestesses and priests,” Mearan replied. “Descended from the mingling of the first people in these islands and the masters of high magic who had come from the Drowned Lands. But there was this difference—while among those early Druids the priestesses were present only to serve the priests in the rituals, on Avalon priest and priestess worked together, and it was the Lady of Avalon who wielded the greater power.”

“And that is still the difference between our Order here and the way it is, or was, in Gallia,” added Lhiannon.

“The wisewomen of Avalon taught Catuera, and sent her back to make peace between her people and the men of the old race, and though wars and raids continued, they were never so evil as they had been, and in the end we became one people as we are today.”

“And all men honor our priestesses…” added Coventa in satisfaction.

“Let us take care to deserve that reverence,” said Lhiannon.








TWO




One is for the Source, the Divine Origin, nameless, unknowable, beyond perception,” chanted the boys and girls who sat beneath the ash tree.

For the first time in weeks the clouds had let through a little sunshine, and the teachers had brought their charges out to enjoy it. Ardanos had sent the bardic students to practice beyond the grove. Even their mistakes sounded sweet in the spring air.

Truth may be forever One, thought Lhiannon, but its manifestations in the world are always changing. The thought made her shiver.

“Two is for the God and the Goddess, male and female, light and darkness, all opposites that meet and part and join once more.” She spoke the words unthinking, then paused.

Spring was giving way to summer. In another week they would light the Beltane fires. At the festivals when man and woman lay down together to bring the power of the Lord and the Lady into the world, only those priestesses who had vowed virginity for the sake of the higher magics stayed apart. She cast a quick glance at Ardanos, who sat on the other side of the circle, and felt the hot blood heat her cheeks.

Even from across the circle she could feel his desire for her. When winter chilled all fires it was easy to deny the body’s demands, but when the sun kindled new life in every leaf and blade of grass, she remembered that she was young, and in love.

“Three is for the Divine Child that is born of their union, and three the faces of the Goddess who gives life to the world.” The spring sun filtered down through the new leaves, crowning the students with light. Coventa’s fair hair shimmered silver-gilt, and behind her she glimpsed a bent head like a blazing fire that could only be Boudica.

Were these the only children Lhiannon would ever have? Once more she glanced at Ardanos. She might dream of bearing him a child, but she had never cared much for babies. Let others create bodies—here at Mona, she and Ardanos formed minds and souls.

She wanted to sit in the seat of prophecy and soar through the heavens, but she also desired the wiry strength of his arms around her. The senior Druids taught that one must choose between the body and the soul. Lhiannon’s lips continued to move as the chant droned on, but her mind was far away.

As the young people trooped back toward Lys Deru, Lhiannon could hear them speculating on what they had heard. Boudica in particular seemed thoughtful. It was about time. After a little more than a year the girl still sometimes acted like—a Roman visiting barbarians. But Boudica was forgotten as Lhiannon felt a warmth at her side and turned to find Ardanos there. Her whole body flushed with response as he took her hand.

“When I read the heavens, they tell me that Beltane is near…” he said softly. “Will you dance with me when they light the festal fire?”

Will you lie with me? He did not need to say the words aloud.

The priests said that the flow of energy in the body was altered when a woman lay with a man, blocking the channels through which power flowed in prophecy. But what hope did Lhiannon have of sitting on the Oracle’s stool as long as Helve was the priests’ darling? The energy that flowed between man and woman raised another kind of power. Was she a fool to refuse that ecstasy for the sake of an opportunity that might never come?

She could not speak, but her grip tightened on his hand and she knew that her body had replied.

 

But girls don’t play hurley! Boudica, they’ll never let you on the field!” cried Coventa, grabbing for her sleeve. From the field came a shout as one of the players caught the leather-covered wooden ball on his cumman stick and lofted it back over the goal.

Boudica resisted an impulse to stride on, dragging the smaller girl behind her. At fifteen, she had nearly reached her full height.

“It’s a game to train warriors,” Coventa said when she had caught her breath. “In the old days it was not a little ball they hurled with that stick, but the head of an enemy.”

“I know that!” retorted Boudica. “They play it in my tribe as well. But Druids do not fight, so why are they playing? Anyway, in Eriu, the women still go to war.”

Coventa blinked, trying to sort out the logic, and Boudica started forward once more. The Druids recognized that a healthy mind functioned best in a healthy body, and a large meadow near Lys Deru had been made into a playing field. When thirty youngsters pursued the ball with knees, elbows, and three-foot ash staves, the game could be almost as dangerous as a battlefield. It was only a matter of time before someone was taken out of play.

“Oh, very well.” Coventa sat down on the grass. “You always do what you want anyway.”

A shout from Ardanos had separated the combatants, who regrouped into their teams, facing their own goals across the center line. The young priest threw the ball into the air and dashed backward as the two sides closed once more.

Beyond the strait, the great humped shapes of the mountains stood like a wall upon the horizon. Were they a protective barrier or a prison wall? To be given to a husband would be to go from one captivity to another. But did Boudica want to stay here as a teacher or go to some chieftain’s clanhold or perhaps to the marshes of the Summer Country to serve the Goddess upon the Isle of Avalon? How could she decide?

She flinched as the ball spun toward them from the center of the heaving mass of boys and sticks. Ardanos’s student, Bendeigid, smacked the ball toward a dark-haired Trinovante boy called Rianor, who pelted after it, stick whirling as he leaped forward. The first swing missed, but the second sent the ball hurtling toward the two holly trees that flanked the goal.

It is a good thing the ball doesn’t fight back, thought Boudica. If that was an enemy with a sword, he would be dead before he could strike a second blow.

She tried to discern the pattern of the play, but if either team had a plan it was not apparent. In that, also, it was like the way her people made war. The game grew more and more desperate. She heard someone scream and Ardanos calling a halt. Panting, the players surrounded the writhing figure on the ground.

The player struggled to sit, face white beneath his freckles, supporting his leg with his hands. His name was Beli, and he had been on Rianor’s team.

“Take him to the healers,” said Ardanos with a sigh. “And unless you have reinforcements hidden somewhere, this will end the game.”

There was a babble of protest from the boys and a groan of disappointment from the crowd. Games usually ran until one team had scored ten goals or the sun went down. Nine colored scarves fluttered from the other team’s goal tree and nine from Rianor’s. Boudica stood up, heart pounding in her breast.

“I’ll take his place,” she said in a clear voice. She kilted up her skirts and strode onto the field. Silence fell. Now everyone was staring at her.

“But you’re a girl,” Rianor said at last.

Someone giggled and was hushed. Boudica shrugged. “I’m bigger than most of your boys. Of course if you want to play it safe, you can blame your loss on the accident. But if you have the courage, try me!” She held his dark gaze with her own, and saw the battle-light suddenly kindle in his eyes.

“Why not?” He grinned with a lift of the hand as if he were throwing dice.

Ardanos looked at Cloto, a sturdy lad who was the leader of the opposing team.

“Fine with me,” he sneered. “Now I know we’ll win!”

“That’s settled, then,” said Ardanos, frowning down Rianor’s hot reply. With a last glare for Cloto, the boy shut his mouth and handed the cumman stick to Ardanos, who offered it to Boudica. “Do you swear that you bring no charm or device of magic to this field, and will play honestly and truly, with no aid but your own body’s power?”

It was a necessary question in a school where some of the students could make the ball move by will alone, thought Boudica as she gripped the stick and swore the oath.

“Beli’s position was there—” Rianor pointed to a spot halfway down one side of the field.

She took her place, noting the locations of the other players. It had been a long time since she had played, but she remembered the few guidelines that passed for rules. She saw Ardanos approach the middle with the ball and hefted her stick. It had never occurred to her before, but the widened tip made it look more like one of the big wooden spoons the cooks used to stir stew in a cauldron than a sword. She grinned suddenly. Why shouldn’t a girl play this game? They were using a woman’s weapon, after all!

The ball flew upward and someone on the other side swung and sent it angling toward her own team’s goal. Stick poised, Boudica ran to intercept it, dodging the knot of boys racing forward with the same thing in mind. She heard the smack of wood against leather as someone whacked the ball, and the crowd of players surged after it in a confused mass, spinning off boys to either side. She glimpsed Cloto hurtling past, saw him turn and leap toward her instead, deliberately ramming the point of his shoulder into her breast. As she went sprawling she heard his laughter. Outraged, she opened her mouth to curse him—hurley was a rough sport, and the shoulder block a legal move, but only to stop an opponent from getting the ball—but pain robbed her of breath.

I’ll kick his balls up between his ears! For a moment she could only lie curled around the agony as rage spread black wings across her vision, screaming for prey. When Boudica staggered to her feet, still hunched over, she saw Ardanos running toward her and waved him away. The scrimmage was dangerously close to her own team’s goal. Beyond it she glimpsed white robes and blue gowns among the spectators, but she no longer cared if the Druids were watching. One hand cupping her bruised breast, she scanned the heaving mass, trying to find Cloto, but what she saw was the ball hurtling toward her.

The pressure behind her eyes eased. Winning would be an even better revenge.

She darted sideways and swung, whacking the small sphere toward the enemy goal. Someone shouted behind her, but she was already in motion, her braid thumping her back as she galloped down the field. The opposing backfield had seen the danger. One of them scooped up the ball and sent it whizzing past Bendeigid, who managed to smack it sideways with his left hand, was spun around by the impact, and sat down hard on the grass. One of Cloto’s boys swung down his stick to stop it and the hurtling ball rebounded toward Boudica.

For a moment, then, it seemed that she had all the time in the world to watch the ball spinning toward her. She set her feet, gripping the cumman stick two-handed like a sword, shoulders flexing as she swung, lips drawn back to release her rage in the Iceni war cry.

The impact as stick and ball connected shocked through her body, and abruptly she was part of the world once more, still spinning with the follow-through of her blow as the ball soared over the heads of the backfielders and goalkeeper alike.

All eyes fixed on the ball’s flight. Dust puffed as it hit the earth between the holly trees. And in the moment of amazement as they realized that the game was over, Coventa screamed.

Boudica ran toward her friend, who was sitting bolt upright with staring eyes. As she reached her side, Coventa seized her arms.

“The Red Queen! Blood on the fields and cities burning, blood flowing everywhere…” Coventa gasped and hiccupped. Her grip slackened and Boudica caught her. For a moment her wavering gaze focused on Boudica’s face. “It was you! You were swinging a sword…”

“It was only a hurley stick,” Boudica protested, but Coventa’s eyes had rolled back in her head.

“Let her go, girl. I will take her now—”

Boudica looked up and recognized Helve, her dark hair bound around her head in precise coils. “I can lift her—” she began, but the priestess shouldered her aside, feeling for Coventa’s pulse and then signing to one of the priests to take the girl in his arms. Only then did she turn to Boudica.

“Does she have these fits often?”

Boudica shrugged. “She has nightmares, but this is the first time when she was awake. She hasn’t been strong since she had the fever after her…accident…last year.” She flushed with shame.

But if Helve remembered Boudica’s part in that accident, she did not seem to care. She watched as the young Druid carried Coventa away, speculation in her gaze.

“She touched the Otherworld. That is all that is needed sometimes. We shall see what some training can do…”

But what if Coventa does not want to become an oracle? Boudica opened her mouth, but Helve had not been speaking to her. The girl sat back on her heels, staring, as the priestess stalked away.

 

For months, the heavens had alternated between storm clouds and watery sunshine, like a coy maiden unable to decide whether to encourage a suitor or turn him away. Like me, thought Lhiannon, closing her eyes and turning her face to a sun that was blazing in a blue sky. But now everything—the white blooms of the hawthorn in the hedges and the creamy primroses beneath them, the upright green blades of the growing grass and the tender curls of the new oak leaves—seemed lit from within. Tonight the Beltane fires will burn brightly, and so will I.

She had been to the herb-sellers to purchase more poppy seed for the potion the priestess drank before the ritual. The open fields around Lys Deru had filled up with traders’ booths and tents and wagons and stock pens. All the farmers who were oathed to serve the Druid community were here, along with a scattering of families from the mainland. Lhiannon was not the only one who dreamed of meeting a lover at the Beltane fires. Young people from villages where they had known every one of their age since babyhood came here to seek new faces and new blood for their clans. After this night there would be handfastings in plenty, and weddings to follow.

But before Lhiannon went to the fires, she must assist at the ritual of the Oracle. When they sang the sacred song, she would know if its summons was stronger than the one her body was sending her now.

As she approached the enclosure she heard Helve, in her usual autocratic mood. It was with shock that Lhiannon realized that the other woman’s instructions were not for Mearan’s comfort, but for her own. Lhiannon twitched aside the curtain that hung before the doorway.

“Where is the High Priestess?” she whispered to Belina, one of the senior priestesses. Helve stood naked before the fire, stretching out her white limbs so that the others could bathe them with spring water infused with herbs.

“She is not well,” the other woman replied, lifting one eyebrow. “Helve will sit in the high seat this Beltane eve.”

“May the Lady grant her inspiration,” Lhiannon said dryly, and Belina sighed. Lhiannon went to the corner where old Elin was grinding herbs in a wooden mortar and handed her the poppy seeds. As she turned back, she saw Coventa coming into the room. Her smile died as she realized that the girl was swathed in the same midnight blue as the priestesses, her brows bound like theirs with a garland of spring flowers and sweet herbs.

“Helve, what is this?” she exclaimed. “The child is untrained. You cannot mean her to attend you in the ceremony!”

Helve’s pale eyes flashed with annoyance, but her voice, as always, was sweet and low. “Without her the number of attendents escorting me will be uneven, and I have been training her.” She smiled at Coventa. “Have I not, my little one? You will do very well.”

She will look like a child dressed in her mother’s robes, thought Lhiannon, but Coventa was radiant with delight. She looked at the other priestesses for support, but they were carefullly avoiding her gaze. For a few moments the only sounds were the trickle of water as the priestesses dipped the cloths into the herbal bath and the rasp as Elin ground up the poppy seeds.

Lhiannon sighed and took off her veil. If Helve was nervous, she had some reason. This would not be her first time in the high seat, but she had not served as Oracle often, and if Mearan’s indisposition was sudden, she would not have had much time to prepare. For the first time it occurred to her that Helve’s natural talent for autocracy must make it especially difficult to surrender her will even to the gentle direction of Lugovalos.

It would be easier for me, she thought bitterly. I cannot even assert myself enough to stand up for Coventa. But she could at least keep an eye on the child during the ritual.

Above the hearth a small cauldron was bubbling. Elin cast in a pinch of ground poppy seed to simmer with the mistletoe berries and mushrooms and other herbs, then stood stirring the mixture, chanting softly. Helve continued to chatter as they dressed her in the flowing robes of the Oracle. When Lhiannon approached with the garland of columbine twined with spring flowers, she saw triumph in the other woman’s pale eyes.

Helve will never allow me to sit as Oracle. Why have I denied myself so long? Lhiannon wondered then. Mastering a surge of hatred, she set the garland upon Helve’s brow, and the other woman fell silent at last. Elin ladled some of the potion into the ancient jet bowl and set it to cool. Presently the door curtain rustled and the Arch-Druid entered, leaning on his staff. His silver beard glistened against the creamy wool of his robe.

“It is time, my daughter,” Lugovalos said softly, and Elin set the jet bowl in Helve’s hands. She took a deep breath and drank, shuddered once, and swallowed it down. Elin and Belina took her elbows and escorted her to the litter that was waiting outside. As Lhiannon fell in behind them she could feel the vibration of the drums through the soles of her feet, as if earth’s heart were beating out the rhythm of the festival.

In the west, the sky was a translucent blue, deepening overhead to the same midnight shade the priestesses wore. A great crowd had assembled before the sacred grove. Helve swayed when she was seated upon the three-legged stool, and for a moment Lhiannon feared she would fall, but before anyone could touch her she straightened, seeming to grow taller. Lhiannon felt a breath of warm wind, scented with flowers no mortal garden could boast, and knew that the Goddess was here.

Relieved, she drew Coventa back to stand with the others and relaxed as they settled into the familiar rhythms of the ritual. She had to admit that Helve was a powerful seeress. From her place behind the high seat she could feel the woman’s aura expand as she sank deeper into trance, and brought up her own barriers to shield against it.

The first question came from Lugovalos, and was, as expected, about the prospects for a good harvest. There was a murmur of satisfaction as the seeress spoke of sunny skies and fields golden with ripe grain. Now the air around her was beginning to glow. Lhiannon smiled. Mona was one of the breadbaskets of Britannia—it would take an evil fate indeed to threaten that harvest. Coventa swayed beside her, humming softly, and Lhiannon gave her hand a sharp squeeze.

“Fasten yourself to the earth, child,” she whispered sharply. “Only the seeress is supposed to go through the gate of prophecy.” Coventa hiccupped and then grew still, but she remained unsteady as Lugovalos spoke once more.

“In Gallia, the Legions of Rome have placed an iron yoke upon our people, and now their emperor has banished the Druid Order from their lands. Say then, seeress, what the future holds for us here in Britannia?”

There was a silence, as if not only the Arch-Druid but all Britannia was waiting to hear.

The blossoms in Helve’s garland began to tremble, and Lhiannon felt Coventa shake as if in sympathy. Once more she damned Helve’s pride. The child was being caught up in the vision and had no defense against it.

“I see oars that lift and dip like wings on the water…” muttered Helve. “As the geese flock north in the spring they come—three great flocks of winged vessels stroking across the sea…”

“When will they come, wise one?” Lugovalos asked urgently. “And where?”

“Where the white cliffs rise and the white sands gleam,” came the answer. “When the hawthorn is in white bloom.”

Time was notoriously difficult to fix in prophecy, thought Lhiannon as a murmur of unease swept through the crowd. But at the earliest, it could not be until next year. To collect so great an army would take time, and though the Druids might be banned from Gallia, the Order had agents in plenty on the other side of the sea. Surely when an invasion was planned they would know. She put her arm around Coventa, holding her close and praying that Helve would finish soon. But the Arch-Druid wanted more.

“And what then? Where are our armies?” he demanded.

“The Red Crests march westward and none oppose them. I see a river…” Helve’s moan was echoed faintly by Coventa. The glow around her deepened to a fiery hue. Lhiannon shook her head as vision teased at her awareness, armies locked in combat and corpses floating downstream.

“The river runs red…red…it becomes a river of blood that covers the land!” Coventa’s thin scream joined Helve’s shriek in eerie harmony. Focused on Helve, the priests did not appear to notice, but the other priestesses turned in alarm.

“Get her out of here!” hissed Belina in Lhiannon’s ear.

Coventa’s limbs were twitching now. With the strength of desperation Lhiannon lifted the girl and stumbled backward into the trees. Behind her she could hear Helve’s wail and the murmur as Lugovalos strove to stem the torrent of visions. The Druids would have more questions about the Romans, but Lhiannon did not need to be in trance to predict they would not be asking them at a public festival.

Panting, she leaned against a tree. She tensed as a shadow appeared beside her and then relaxed, recognizing Boudica. Coventa had gone limp, still muttering. Together they carried her through the trees and back to the House of the Healers.

 

Will she be all right?” Boudica looked from her friend’s still face to the strained features of the priestess, alternately lit and shadowed by the flickering of the little fire. Coventa had quieted as soon as they got her away from the grove, and now she lay as one in a deep sleep. She leaned forward, wondering in what dream Coventa wandered now. “Should we try to wake her up?”

“Best not,” answered Lhiannon. “People often fear being lost in trance, but if one cannot return consciously, it is better to simply pass into normal sleep. Coventa’s mind will reorder itself before waking again. All we can do is to guard her. If she wakes too suddenly some part of her spirit may be dream-lost, and it will be difficult to fetch it back again.”

“But you would do it, wouldn’t you.” It was not quite a question. “Would Helve?” The sound of the festival was like distant waves on the shore—they might have been alone in the world.

Lhiannon looked at her in surprise, and Boudica held her gaze. Except for Coventa, for a year she had refused all offers of friendship, especially Lhiannon’s, suspecting condescension, or worse still, pity. Lhiannon was so beautiful, what use could she have for a gawky, head-blind girl? But tonight they were united by a common need and a common fear. Boudica was the one who had noticed that Coventa was in trouble. Tonight she could face her teacher as an equal and dare to wonder what lay behind the serene face the priestess showed the world.

“Oh yes. You must not underestimate her skills. It is likely that she will be High Priestess after Mearan.” From outside they heard the joyful shout that hailed the lighting of the Beltane fire.

“I find it hard to like her,” said Boudica. Lhiannon said nothing, but her lips tightened, and Boudica understood what the priestess was too loyal to say. “She flirts with every male she sees, but she gives her love to none.”

“She must keep pure to serve as Oracle,” Lhiannon said evenly. “When Mearan fell ill it was a good thing we had another priestess who was qualified.”

“You could do it,” Boudica said warmly, and noted the betraying color that reddened Lhiannon’s cheekbones. “Is that why you are here instead of dancing around the fire?” She had seen how Lhiannon and Ardanos looked at each other when they thought no one could see.

“I am here because Coventa needs me!” snapped the priestess, and this time, her response was sharp enough to warn Boudica off.

“I do not understand all this emphasis on virginity,” the girl said at last.

“To tell you the truth,” Lhiannon said wryly, “at this moment, neither do I!”

Boudica smiled, finding it surprisingly sweet to know herself forgiven. “I do not like the idea of being at the beck and call of a husband, but I would like children. Mearan has always seemed like a mother to this community. I am surprised that she has none.”

“In the past the High Priestess often bore children, and another woman served as Oracle,” Lhiannon replied.

“But is it so important?” asked Boudica. “How do they manage in Rome?”

“The Romans have no seers of their own,” Lhiannon answered, obviously relieved to move the conversation to more neutral ground. “They visit the oracles of Hellas, but when the Sibyl of Cumae offered the books of prophecy to their last king, he refused twice, and she burned six of them before the tribal elders insisted he buy the last three—for the same price she had originally asked for all nine!” Both women laughed. “Now they consult omens or pore over the verses that remain, or make pilgrimage to oracles in other lands.”

“I have heard there is an oracle in Delphi. Is she a virgin?”

“That is what they say. The pythia is an untried maiden, though in other times they chose older women who had already raised their families.”

“But no one who has a husband or a lover…” observed Boudica.

Lhiannon sighed. “There are other kinds of divination a married woman can do. To read omens does not require the same level of trance. Or even to prophesy on the fingers’ ends or in answer to a sudden question, as they do in Eriu. But the rite of the bull-sleep in which the Druid divines the name of the rightful king requires the priest to prepare with prayer and fasting, and to sit on the tripod involves an even deeper surrender, for which all the channels must be clear.” She sighed.

“And you want to do that,” Boudica said.

“Yes. The visions call me as they called Coventa, but I know I must resist them.”

Above the crackling of the fire they could hear the skirling of pipes and a sudden shout as some lucky pair leaped over the flames. Lhiannon turned, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears.

“I must resist them,” she said. “Helve is the priests’ darling, and I will never sit in the high seat while she is here.”

“Then go after what you can have,” Boudica told her. “Coventa needs only a guardian. If someone is waiting for you,” she said tactfully, “go to the fires—I can keep watch here.”

“There was someone, but I don’t suppose he is still waiting now,” the priestess said softly, head bowed so that her face was hidden by the shining fall of pale hair. “Once I thought that the Goddess had called me to serve as an oracle, but now the way seems blocked. I am halted, whichever way I turn!”

Boudica stared, shaken to find that even a sworn priestess could be as tormented by doubt as she herself had been.

“How do you know the Lady’s will?” she exclaimed. “Does She speak to you?”

Lhiannon looked up at her with a shuddering sigh. “Sometimes…though I am usually too fixed on my own pain to listen at those times when I most want to hear.”

Such as now… thought Boudica.

“Sometimes She speaks to me through the lips of others,” Lhiannon managed a wry smile, “as I think She is speaking through you now. Once or twice She has spoken to me aloud, when she occupied Lady Mearan’s body during a ritual, and sometimes I have heard Her speaking in the stillness of my soul. But sometimes we know what our choices were only after we have made them. I thought that to gain love I would have to relinquish power, but instead I appear to have traded love for duty.”

“Or perhaps for friendship?” asked Boudica, only now, when she found herself letting down the barriers that had kept her solitary here, realizing how lonely she had been.

“Yes, little sister—perhaps that is what I have done.” Lhiannon managed a smile.








THREE




On a hot afternoon just before the feast of Lugos, the blare of the bronze carynx horn echoed across the fields. After the Beltane Oracle the Arch-Druid had summoned the kings to take counsel for the fate of Britannia, and they were coming at last. Boudica ran for the House of Maidens to change her clothing. For more than a year her world had been limited to the community here on the isle. What could she say to them? Would any of those she had met at Camulodunon remember her?

Her second summer at the Druids’ Isle had been as bountiful as Helve had promised. By midsummer the barley hung heavy on the stalk and the lambs grew fat on the rich grass. But for those who had heard the Oracle’s predictions, the blessings of the season were an evil omen, for if Helve was right about the harvest, she might be right about the Roman invasion as well.

Swiftly Boudica pulled the white gown over her head and jerked the comb through her thick hair. Brenna and Morfad were already settling wreaths of summer asters on their heads. She snatched up her own wreath and hurried after the others down the road that led from Lys Deru to the shore.

The chorus of youths and maidens formed behind the senior Druids and priestesses. At the narrowest part of the strait the cliffs were steep on both sides of the water. Boats made their landing farther down, where between the cliffs and the sandbanks there was a narrow beach. A barge was angling toward them across the blue waves. There was a haze upon the water, and all Boudica could make out within were the bright blurs of clothing and a glitter of gold. Another craft followed; she glimpsed the shapes of horses. No doubt the rest of their retinue had been left to camp upon the far shore.

The Arch-Druid had sent out his summons to all the southern tribes. No one at Lys Deru seemed to doubt they would obey, but if Cunobelin, with all his devious skill, had only been able to bring the Trinovantes and the Catuvellauni under his yoke, would even Lugovalos be able to impose unity on tribes that had been enemies since their fathers came into this land?

As the barge reached the midpoint of the strait it seemed to lose way. Boudica remembered that moment from her own arrival, when even untrained and exhausted as she was then, she had felt the pressure of the invisible wall that protected Mona.

“Who approaches the holy isle?” Lugovalos’s voice rang out across the water.

“Kings of Britannia, come to take counsel with the Wise,” came the answer, blurred by something more than distance.

“Pass, then, by the will of the mighty gods,” cried the Arch-Druid, and the priests and priestesses behind him began to sing. There had been no chorus of Druids to welcome the pack-train that brought Boudica, only two priests and a priestess. But she had felt an odd tingle when their voices joined in the spell. There were twelve here now, and the thirteenth was the Arch-Druid standing before them. Their chanting vibrated through her bones.

The Druids were reshaping the relationship between sky and sea. For a moment that vibration matched her own; Boudica saw each particle shimmering and understood what her teachers meant by the harmony of all things. When she could focus again, she saw the two barges and their passengers clearly. But the far shore behind them was still veiled by a golden haze. Their guests had passed the barrier.

Boudica recognized Cunobelin’s two sons immediately; wiry, redhaired Caratac, who had taken over the Cantiaci kingdom, and Togo-dumnos, grown more portly already as he settled into his father’s dignities. With them were two more whom she did not know. Behind Togodumnos she glimpsed another man, tall with fair hair and mustache. She raised one eyebrow as she realized it was Prasutagos, brother of the Northern Iceni king.

As the barge approached the shore, the youths and maidens began to sing:


“It is to the land of gifted men that you have come,

It is to the land of wise women that you have come,

It is to the land of fair harvests that you have come,

And to the land of song.

You who sit in the seat of the hero,

You who sit in the seat of the king,

You who give ear to good counsel,

Be you welcome here…”



If both Helve and Lady Mearan have foreseen a Roman victory, why have you called us here?” said King Togodumnos. Unusual among the younger men, he wore a short beard. “Are you counseling us to bare our throats to the Roman wolf without a fight?”

There was a growl from the other leaders, and Boudica, who was refilling the golden drinking bowl, stopped with it in her hand. The kings had spent half a day already debating whether the visions should be believed. At this rate, deciding what to do about them might take till the next full moon.

“I am willing to go down fighting,” added Caratac, “but I would rather not know that I am doomed before I begin!” As he leaned forward the firelight kindled a new flame in his russet hair. He was not so kingly a figure as his older brother, but though he always spoke to and of Togodumnos with respect, Boudica judged that of the two he had, if not the greater intelligence, certainly more energy.

To house their guests the Druids had repaired the huts in the meadow where they held the festivals and removed the wicker sides from the long feasting hall to admit air and light for their deliberations. In the central trench a fire was kept burning, providing light and warmth and a witness to oaths as well. Several stave buckets bound in bronze and filled with ale served to lubricate the deliberations. Boudica, who had lived in a royal household, was an obvious choice to bear around the drinking bowl. She was not sure whether or not to consider it a privilege, but at least her duties were clear.

“If doom was certain do you think I would have called you here?” the Arch-Druid replied. “What we foresee is what might be if matters continue as they have begun. But fate is like a river, constantly changing. The addition of a new stream can turn it to a flood; a pebble—or six—” he surveyed the men before him with a wry smile, “—can alter the flow. We are not foredoomed, but forewarned.”

“The easiest way to avoid bloodshed would be to welcome the Romans when they come,” observed Tancoric of the Durotriges. His lands, Boudica recalled, included the Summer Country and the Isle of Avalon.

“If we make treaties,” he went on, “they will not need to conquer us. Let the emperor call us client-kings. He will be in Rome and we will be here, enjoying the benefits of Roman trade.”

“And paying Roman taxes, and sending our warriors to the ends of the earth to fight his wars,” snapped Caratac.

“Roman trade may be as great a danger as Roman armies,” King Togodumnos said slowly. “My father kept his freedom, but by the time he died he was more Roman than Catuvellauni. I, too, have grown accustomed to their luxuries, but I am beginning to fear them. If we continue to trade with them we will still change, but slowly. If they rule us, the next generation of Britons will be speaking Latin and making their offerings to the Roman gods.”

And the Druids and their wisdom will be gone from this land… thought Boudica.

“If we do choose to fight, do you truly think that we can win?” King Maglorios of the Belgae said then. He was an older man, going bald now but still strong, whose lands lay between those of the Durotriges and the Atrebates. He gestured and Boudica came forward to offer him the drinking bowl with the elegance she had learned in Cunobelin’s hall. He gave her an appreciative look, and she dodged a more-than-appreciative pat as she took the bowl back to fill it again.

“If you join together,” answered the High Priestess, “I believe you can make them retreat, just as Caesar, despite his boasts of conquest, did a hundred years ago.” She looked tired. Boudica had heard that when the Druids had performed a second, private ritual, Mearan had seen even more bloodshed than Helve.

“I will gladly clasp hands with all those who are here,” said Tancoric, “but what about those who are not? I notice that the Regni refused your invitation.”

“There may be more than one reason for that,” said Mearan.

“Perhaps they heard that the sons of Cunobelin were going to be here,” said Maglorios, and the others laughed. The Regni lands were bordered on the north by the territory ruled by Togodumnos and on the east by the Cantiaci country, where Caratac was now king.

“And perhaps the Atrebates heard that you would be here!” retorted Togodumnos. “They are your neighbors, after all.”

The Arch-Druid shook his head. “I did not invite them. King Veric has a treaty with the Romans. He sent his grandson Cogidumnus to be fostered by the emperor, and would not dare to turn against them even if he desired.”

“The Isle of Vectis has a tempting harbor. The Romans could march straight up the middle of Britannia through the Atrebate lands. We will have to do something about Veric…” Caratac said slowly. He looked at his brother and Boudica shivered. Cunobelin’s sons had inherited his ambition to unite Britannia. The threat of Roman conquest might be what they needed in order to succeed.

“And will the men of art fight with us?” came a new voice. The others turned as Prince Prasutagos leaned forward. He had not spoken often in this council, but when he did, men listened to his words.

“Indeed,” said the Arch-Druid with a wintry smile. “The Romans will not give us the option of surrender. Our magic is perhaps not all that legend makes it, but we have some power over wind and weather, and the reading of omens. We shall send our most talented priests and priestesses to march with you when the time for battle comes.”

The prince nodded, and Boudica came forward to offer him the drinking bowl.
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