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The moon of Elembiuos (Claim-time), 60 C.E. Coed Celidon, Atrebates tribal lands, Brython


Boudica, in her chariot with her daughters in front of her, rode up to tribe after tribe …


“But now it is not as a woman descended from illustrious ancestry, but as one of the people that I am avenging my lost freedom, my lashed body, the outraged honour of my daughters. Roman greed has developed to such an extent that not even our persons, nor even our age or our virginity are left unpolluted. But heaven is on the side of just vengeance: one legion which dared to fight has been destroyed; the rest are cowering in their camps or anxiously seeking a means of escape. They will not stand even the din and shout of so many thousands, let alone our attack and our weapons. If you balance the strength of our armies and the reasons for this war, then you must conquer or die. This is a woman’s decision: as for men, they can live and become slaves.”


(Tacitus: Annals, XIV. 35)
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The moon of Samonios (Seed-fall), 332 C.E. Kaer Gradawc, near the Stone Circle, Atrebates tribal lands, Brython


Two of the clay bricks cracked when they hit the ground, scattering salt. Arawn stooped to collect it, knowing he’d never finish before his father came home but needing to take his mind off his sister, who was giggling and skipping towards the roundhouse. This was his home during the dark season. How much better it would be without her and her scurrilous deeds.


“You useless pile of dung! Why can’t you watch what you’re doing?”


“I’m sorry, Papa,” he said, looking up into the time-worn face. “It was Ffraid. She—”


A clout to the head. “You say nothing of your sister. Clean this up before your mother comes out here demanding to know what all the noise is about.”


Arawn nodded, pulling his lips tight between his teeth so his father wouldn’t see them tremble. He’d passed his sixteenth summer only a few moons back; it wouldn’t do to let anyone see him cry.


Misery settling around him like a winter fog, he watched his father stomp towards the roundhouse, heaving his shoulders every now and then under the weight of the tack he’d had mended at the smith’s. He watched him until he disappeared through the hide door, nothing but a black hole now the dying sun was setting. He imagined the blast of heat that would blanket him as he stepped into their home, and shivered in the cold.


The first tear fell and he scrubbed at it with a callused fist. Even the pain of knuckles on his face didn’t unravel the boiling knot of shame that burned his throat and chest. But his father was right; if Mother deigned to look outside and saw the waste of precious salt, not only would the cursing continue through the rising and setting of the moon, he would be forced to pass another night without any supper.


Squatting, he gathered as much as he could, taking care to pick out any detritus, and put it back in the clay bricks. He placed the broken halves together, wrapping them with hide, then stowed them upright in the pits he’d dug earlier. More hides he packed in around them, as his father had taught him, then covered it all with earth.


A conspicuous amount of salt littered the ground still, and Arawn sought for a solution, rocking back and forth on his haunches while he thought; what should he do? His darting eyes finally landed on a bucket next to the water urn. Soon the Samhain frosts would come to freeze it, but for now there was plenty to flow. His hide shoes made barely a sound when he ran to it, but his heart sped as fast as the water decanting into the bucket from the unstopped tap. Hoping he wouldn’t trip and cause a racket, he dashed back to the spilt salt and doused it with water. Still clutching the bucket he scuffed at the ground, ensuring no evidence was left for Mother to see in the morning. The ground looked wet from where he stood, but at least if she poked her head out now she’d see nothing.


His breath rushed out in a steaming cloud and he felt light-headed at the thought of another punishment averted. He turned and walked towards the roundhouse where the rest of his family gathered in the warmth. With only two more steps to go, the heavy hide door whipped aside, filling his vision with the figure of Mother.


“What are you smirking at, boy?”


He shook his head, tongue-tied. Light from the hearth-fire behind her cast insidious shadows on her face and he stepped back. In the sunlight, women still considered Mother handsome despite her thirty years, though Arawn suspected they only said such because she took every opportunity to demonstrate her skill with spear and sword.


“And why are you lurking in the gloam?” She looked down at his hands. “Holding an empty bucket.”


He willed his mind to think of something but it quailed before her. Every settlement they visited, local women exclaimed surprise that she became a merchant and a wife instead of a warrior. This always made her smile, though it degraded into a sneer when she looked at her husband.


“Water,” he said finally. “I was going to bring in some water, in case it were needed.”


“Dinner’s cooked, you fool, that useless Pict’s already done it. Half a moment later and you’d’ve missed out.”


The door slapped shut in his face. Gingerly he pulled it back and peered inside. This caused no outcry so he stepped in, grateful to be in the warmth at long last. The Pict boy had just finished serving the meal—deer stew again, by its aroma. Mother and Ffraid received brimming silver bowls and two loaves of barley bread to feast on. A shallow wooden bowl of stew and half a loaf to share was considered ample for Arawn and his father, though the boy gazed at them as though they held a great treasure. His stomach growled, causing the two women to sneer, but still the boy waited patiently like the runt of a litter who couldn’t feed until until the rest of his pack had had their fill. Arawn stuffed his share of bread up his sleeve; the boy would at least get something in his belly this night.


“And Gwynfor told me he’s conducting the Samhain ritual,” Ffraid said with her mouth full.


“Good,” said Mother. “Then it is ready.”


“What’s ready, Mother?” said Arawn, but all he received for his attempt at conversation was a bruise where his wooden cup struck his head and a sopping shirt from his wasted ale. Nothing now for him to drink this even.


Smirking, his sister recounted for Mother the day’s lessons under Gwynfor. No lesser Druid than he for the daughter of Gwladus Salt-merchant.


“You eating that, or just waiting for it to congeal?”


Arawn started. “Sorry, Papa.”


“It’s only good while it’s hot, you know,” he said, nudging his son and murmuring so the women weren’t disturbed. “Say what you like about the Picts, but they can’t cook for shit.”


* * *


“I’ll not waste my own food on that Cantiaci whore.”


Arawn placed another log on the hearth-fire and closed his ears to Mother’s morning rant.


“Bringing her and her whore mother here on Samhain eve is insult enough,” she continued. “We should be praising the goddess Boudica and begging her protection from evil spirits, not playing host to treacherous tribes. And then to demand we all bring meat to the bonding feast? Pah!” She knocked the wooden cup of ale that Arawn had poured for himself off the table with a swipe of her fist.


“I don’t think we’ve got any choice, Gwladus,” murmured his father. “Inside this house your word is law, but outside—”


“Pah! Epona shames the memory of Boudica with her appeasement of the traitor tribes.” She turned and spat three times into the fire to avert evil. “And so do you, Emlyn, with your submission. Her curse of bearing naught but sons doesn’t mean she can invite stray bitches in from outside to breed with them. And that bitch will be superior to Epona’s dog son, and when our warrior-queen dies, what happens then?”


“I don’t doubt your wisdom, my goddess wife,” he said. “But we can’t disobey the warrior-queen.”


Gwladus narrowed her eyes and peered at her husband. “You can’t,” she said. “But there are many here who won’t be ruled by the traitors who suckled at Rome’s tits.”


“Gwladus, my goddess; more than three hundred summers have passed—”


“Fast-breaking is over.”


Arawn ground his teeth so that his jaw ached, then refilled silver goblets with Gaulish wine and handed one to Mother, one to his sister. He’d heard this argument innumerable times and it always ended with her cursing the day she weakened enough to take Papa as a husband, then he’d scrape and beg for forgiveness. He’d asked his father, once, why he allowed Mother to speak to him so and he’d simply whispered, “It’s the life we’re born to, son.”


“Emlyn, take Arawn and the boy to the market with half our salt and make people believe that’s the last of our stock. I want as much coin as I can get for it.”


“Of course, Gwladus, whatever you wish. And how does my goddess see fit to spend her time today?”


“As I see fit.” She rammed a handful of nuts into her mouth and crunched them.


“Well then,” said his father eventually, rising to get his cloak, striped the red and black of Atrebates. “No doubt we’ll see you at the bonfire this even.”


“Indeed you will,” she said with a strange little smile. “With the coming of that whore, I don’t doubt this will be a Samhain to remember.” Father looked at her for several heartbeats, but her attention was solely fixed on her platter of dried meat, berries and nuts. He nodded once then left the roundhouse.


“What do you suppose that meant?” said Arawn, watching the slave boy unearth the salt bricks he had buried yesterday.


“I don’t suppose it meant anything.”


“But only moments before she was angry about the warrior-princess joining our tribe, and just now she seemed … pleased, perhaps.”


“I said, I don’t suppose it meant anything.”


The boy loaded a sixth clay brick of salt on the cart and looked at Arawn’s father, who nodded at him. With the same expressionless face, the boy plodded around to the front of the cart and lifted the two handles either side of it, waiting for the command to start pulling.


“Can we not use the ox today, Papa? Just this once.”


“A working boy eats far less than a working ox.”


“But he barely ate—”


“Let’s go, boy.”


Obediently, the boy started forward, the screeching of the frost-cold wheels startling a murder of crows into flight from their roost in the thatched roof. Arawn wondered what omen the women would read from that, but only briefly for they were soon embroiled in the bustle of the lower settlement, and he decided to sell the salt as fast as possible so the boy could go back and steal some rest.


Rising up from the surrounding hills like a gentle mountain was the kaer, the old fortress that gave the settlement its name, Kaer Gradawc: fortress by the gentle river. Generations ago the entire tribe lived up there, but now it was solely the province of the warrior-queen and her family, warriors, and Druids. As the settlement grew so it began encircling the kaer, and Arawn saw slaves still dragging bundles of wood up the spiralling path to its zenith, except now they were joined by menfolk hauling the spoils of their hunts. Every year, Epona Warrior-Queen of Atrebates hosted a magnificent feast and bonfire to bid farewell to the light half of the old year and welcome the dark half of the new one; starting with the festival of Samhain. The new moon heralding Samonios, seed-fall, would be black in the sky; but the plains would be ablaze with the bonfires of all the families in the tribe, all watching the kaer’s beacon so they could light their own, as though passing on an urgent message. And to some extent they were; for wasn’t it this night when the spirits were free to pass from their world into his? It was a time of great joy, but also of great fear. And for Arawn the excitement was almost too much to bear.


“I don’t see what’s so shameful about Rosmerta Warrior-Princess coming this night.”


His father looked at him and frowned.


“It’s an important night. Your mother is concerned that Samhain will be diminished by the oath to bond our tribes. Our ancestors could well be angered if we ignore them.”


“But,” said Arawn, “a new oath at the start of the new year seems fitting.”


“Son, we are but humble men. Our place is to carry the burden, serve our purpose, earn the coin, not to question the wisdom of our betters.”


Several young men staggered past, each carrying a deer carcass on his back. Their antlers would be removed to make tools or carved into weaving combs to untangle wool for the looms, their skins tanned to make hides. But their meat would be roasted to serve at the feast tonight and all would be carried out under the watchful eye of the women-folk.


“Is that what you truly believe?”


Emlyn cuffed him on the side of his head, stinging his cold ear. “A loyal man wouldn’t dare think that question let alone ask it.”


“But—”


The blow was harder this time. “Enough. It is what it is. Be grateful you’re the son of a merchant and not the son of slave. At least you’ll have the possibility of bonding into a respectable family. Then your only concern will be fathering enough daughters to continue your goddess-wife’s line. And may Boudica protect you if you fail in that task.”


Arawn would swear an oath that he saw a flicker of regret pass across his father’s features, but it was too fleeting for him to be sure. “I think,” he said, an image of his sister bursting into his mind, “that I will be just as proud to father a useful son. Like you have.”


His papa chuckled, though not with mirth. “I failed your mother, and she knows that well. So let’s see if we can lessen the sting a little today, eh? You run along and tell everyone the last of the salt’s on its way to market. There’s plenty who’ll want to start preserving meat for the dark season. And if we’re very fortunate there’ll be some of Epona’s slaves around to hear you. Off you go now. We haven’t got all day to waste.”


Lining the walkways were women of all ages, some standing in groups or sitting on stools, threading rosemary, thyme and sage into fragrant garlands. Men were bloody up to their elbows; skinning and disembowelling the beasts for tonight’s feast. A particularly gnarled old woman with no front teeth and an opaque eye whispered something to her cronies which set them looking and laughing at the menfolk. Arawn didn’t want her attention ensnaring him so he sidled over to the nearest young woman decorating venison with herbs and brought up the subject of Mother’s salt.


In many ways, their day at market was profitable. Arawn and Emlyn learned of the imminent arrival of Rosmerta and her warrior-queen mother, Sulis. She was famed throughout the southern tribes for her skill at chariot-dancing, and many of the women wagered that she would put on a spectacular show to celebrate the oath-bonding of her daughter to Dewydd, the son of Epona. There would also be chariot racing amongst the spear-women of Cantiaci and Atrebates, not to mention the feasting that was to take place. It added an entirely new dimension to the celebration of Samhain, one that Arawn had never experienced before, and he found it exhilarating. As well as that, people were willing to spend a lot of coin on salt. Nothing was too good, it seemed, for the feast of the two tribes.


“Shall we go back and get the rest of it?” he whispered to his father when the last customer left.


Emlyn shook his head. “Samhain is only just seeping underneath the door. I think it wise to wait until it’s reached our hearth-fire before exchanging all our commodities.”


On their return, they found the roundhouse empty. The boy, having been sent back from the market with the cart earlier, was outside scraping the skin of a culled cow, stretching out the hide ready to hang and dry next to the curing meat in the roundhouse rafters, for use in repairing cloaks or tunics or leggings. He barely acknowledged their presence when they walked past.


“I expect Ffraid’s off with her Druid,” said Arawn. “But where’s Mother?” It wasn’t often she left the men of the household with no one to give them orders.


“Her friends and family are here and they’ve not seen her for many moons,” said his father. “Or it may be she’s already at the kaer.”


Arawn raised his eyebrows. “You think she’ll witness the oaths?”


“Not if she can help it,” said Emlyn with a shrug. “But she’ll want to witness the lighting of the Samhain bonfires. Nothing would keep her from that.”


“And I should think she’d want to make a point of not bringing meat to the feast.”


Emlyn clasped his son’s shoulder firmly but had no time to reprimand him, for the ground trembled beneath their feet and a great wave of cheering washed over the lower settlement.


“Does that sound like horses and chariots to you, Papa?”


He looked over with crooked smile. “I’d say the Cantiaci have arrived.”


* * *


The spear-women arrived first. Glorious and terrible they looked in their armour of leather and bronze upon their chariots of wood and iron. Crowned with a figure of a fighting boar, their bronze helmets glinted in the seed-fall sun; their green, blue and silver-striped cloaks flailed behind them like beastly wings. Brandishing their spears and swords, they screeched as they whipped their horses into a faster gallop. Hooves pounded the winter-bound earth, tackle clashed, and chariot wheels thundered. The spectacle terrified Arawn—it was no wonder the Romans had fled from them in fear and been defeated.


Then came the acrobatics. Spear-women leapt from chariots racing at full speed, running up the harnesses that coupled the chariot to the horse, only to leap across to the next horse, and the next and the next, all the while screaming their battle song and brandishing their weapons ready for the kill. Muscles in their arms bulged under sun-browned skin, glistening now from the sweat of their exertions, might pouring from them as heat from a hearth-fire. They were beautiful demons, leaping and chasing the souls of the living, eager to feast on them in the depths of Otherworld.


Behind them and all about the walkways people hailed and called for more, goading the spear-women into ever more daring feats for the spectacle.


They were fearless. Even as Arawn watched, one spear-woman was thrown from a horse during her acrobatics; it had bolted from a raucous group of female spectators. But the spear-woman never lost her stride; she hit the ground in a tight ball and within a heartbeat she was standing again, flinging herself into the saddle of an approaching horse so she could leap back to her own chariot. Three blinks of an eye and it was over, but not before Arawn saw the deep gash which sliced the warrior’s calf, swelling blood.


Cheering girls frenzied by the excitement dashed after the chariots, heedless of the danger from pounding hooves as they wove in and out, brandishing their wooden swords or branches which they held like spears. This was not a tribe, to Arawn’s mind, who despised the notion of bonding with the Cantiaci.


And there was yet more.


“Papa, look!” Arawn pulled hard on his father’s arm in his excitement. “It’s Rosmerta Warrior-Princess!”


Emlyn’s mouth dropped open. “None of the stories was false then,” he said. “About her or her mother.”


In stark contrast to their warriors, Rosmerta and her mother rode their chariots gently so they could smile upon the crowds. More striking than this, though, was their likeness to each other. Unlike the charging charioteers, they wore no helmet to protect their head, and their fair hair glinted in the sunset, the glow burnishing their fair skin golden. Mother would disapprove. A real woman, she claimed, had the fiery red hair of a warrior—of Boudica. Gwladus Salt-merchant did, as did her daughter. But fair hair? Such a woman was weaker even than one whose hair was brown. He wondered how hair could affect a person’s strength but he’d never once found the courage to question his mother’s judgement.


He hadn’t realised he was staring, not until Rosmerta offered him the loveliest smile that had ever befallen him. The shock of it rattled his head. From their fourth summer, Atrebates girls were taught the goddess Boudica’s words—as for men, they can live and become slaves—so all smiles upon the fouler sex ceased. Yet Rosmerta’s smile shone through her eyes as though she recognised him. More than that; as though she knew him well and liked him. His body followed the direction of her chariot, but soon all he saw was her golden hair streaming out behind her.


“Can we go to the kaer, Papa? I’d like to see the bonfire.”


“I don’t see that we have any choice.”


People pushed in on all sides, carrying each other towards the towering hill fort where the formidable kaer stood. Epona Warrior-Queen would be waiting to greet her noble Cantiaci guests; and, if he were fortunate, Arawn would lay eyes on Rosmerta once more.


* * *


He sensed the crowd’s restlessness when they were subjected to still more of the Druid Gwynfor’s writhing and screeching. It had something to do with discerning the dark half of the year’s fortunes, or maybe he was hearing the voices of the ancestors… Undoubtedly it was very important, but in truth Arawn just wanted the bonfires lit and the feast started so he could look for Rosmerta. What he would do when he found her he didn’t know, but for now he was content to think about looking.


The night was raven black. None of the bonfires across the rolling plains beneath the kaer would be lit until this one was. Scores of Druids throughout the lands were performing similar rites to Gwynfor’s, if they hadn’t already finished. To them the fort would be invisible—the new moon was ever shrouded in darkness—but soon they would witness the first fire of the new year.


Silence snapped back. Behind Gwynfor, the huge mound of wood which had taken three days to gather suddenly burst into flames. Arawn shut his eyes and shielded his face, turning away from the heat, but he didn’t want to miss the first fire of Samhain. Lowering his hands, he yelped in surprise: the Druid stood right in front of him—so close he could have touched his rowan-wood staff. A gaping hole was his mouth and his eyes were as white as his robe. For many heartbeats Gwynfor was still, his mouth working as if he were trying to speak but only a rasp of air left his throat, the dying breath escaping from a fresh corpse.


Arawn sought his father’s hand but when the grip wasn’t returned he looked up at him. Unblinking, his gaze was fixed on the Druid, his face an orange glow reflecting the growing fire.


“The gods are speaking through him,” Emlyn whispered, then shuddered.


Arawn turned back. He’d seen this before, of course, but he’d never understood why it evoked such fear in the onlookers.


“You…have…no…right,” rasped Gwynfor. “Forging tribes against their will shall only lead to death. To death!” He screeched the last two words, fell to the ground in a paroxysmal fit, then lay still, silent. Those around Arawn shifted and looked at each other, unsure if the spectacle was over. The only sound in the deepening night was the crack and collapse of burning wood. Then it was eclipsed by a scream of rage.


“The ancestors…” whispered voices around him.


“The gods…” whispered others.


“Boudica!”


So powerful was the voice it commanded instant attention from the watching crowd. Some stepped backwards, others pushed forward, trying to see through the glare of the fire that was so bright now it was difficult to see much except the flames, yet movement caught Arawn’s eye. The figure of a woman tall and powerful, burnished hair tumbling towards her waist in a flaming frenzy, stepped forward. Leather and bronze armour shone in the bonfire’s light, but her naked arms were streaked with blood, as was her face.


Her face.


Women in the crowd began sinking to their knees whimpering, “Boudica!”


Except Arawn knew that face. Now that his eyes had grown used to the fire he saw scores of spear-women lined up in front of it. They must have been there throughout the ritual, he thought; they could never have crept up that silently and unnoticed.


“Boudica!” cried the powerful voice once more, drawing Arawn back to the apparition before the fire. Though no apparition, she.


She was his Mother.
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The moon of Samonios (Seed-fall), 332 C.E. Kaer Gradawc, near the Stone Circle, Atrebates tribal lands, Brython


“We will not submit!” Mother called above the roar of the flames, and hefted her spear high into the air.


The watching crowd jolted as one from a second night-renting scream. This came not from Arawn’s blood-streaked Mother but from behind the spectators; from the kaer itself. Movement rippled amongst the onlookers as those at the back parted, and the scream came again. Wordless rage. Jostled to and fro as the people strained to see the action, Arawn saw nothing save the helmets and spear-heads of many warriors.


A procession reached the opening where the bonfire grew ever more furious, and all the while his Mother’s eyes, in a twisted mask of hatred, never left it. When the warriors finally displayed the reason for their entrance, Arawn gasped.


Bound by their wrists and ankles, pushed forward so that they now knelt in front of his mother, were Epona Warrior-Queen of Atrebates, Rosmerta Warrior-Princess and her warrior-queen mother, Sulis of Cantiaci. All three were bruised from battle; Rosmerta’s face was bleeding and her fine dress was ripped. She looked to her mother with terrified eyes, and Sulis smiled at her, serene and calm.


Epona’s face, on the other hand, held more thunder than a storm-cloud. “You make a grave mistake, Gwladus Salt-merchant,” she said.


Mother knocked the warrior-queen’s head with the butt of her spear, the crack echoing around the watching crowd, and then turned it so the point was level with her throat. Arawn gasped at the same time as the other hundreds of watchers. Would the ancestors abide such treachery, on this of all nights?


“You dare to pollute our noble tribe with the blood of traitors,” said Mother, then spat three times towards the bonfire. “You shame Boudica’s name, and there are those amongst us who cannot allow that to happen.”


“You have no foresight, Salt-merchant. We defeated the Romans, yes we did. But does that make us safe? We have enemies in our own lands; who’s to say what lurks across the oceans?”


Mother spat again. “We defeated the Romans and they slunk back to their pit of corruption.”


“Perhaps. And their gods?” Arawn wondered how Epona could speak when she was so close to death. “There are always enemies. You call me traitor for allying our tribe to Cantiaci, but you are willing to sacrifice the lands for which Boudica fought by laying us open to our enemies. You know nothing of ruling, Salt-merchant.”


“And you know nothing of honour!” Mother thrust the point of her spear under Epona’s chin, and Arawn froze when he saw the rivulet of blood. “You’re no better than a man, producing dog sons instead of sacred daughters—you bring shame on us all!”


“And you lack wisdom as well as foresight,” said Epona, her voice straining now. “To me!”


Mother, clearly confused by the warrior-queen’s command, lowered her spear slightly, but it was all Epona needed; she sprang from the ground, a dagger suddenly in her hand. She slashed the arm of the rebel warrior behind her, who shouted in pain and dropped her spear as she tried to staunch the flow of life-blood. Epona caught it easily and turned to face Mother in one fluid movement.


“Weapons can serve more purpose when they are concealed, Salt-merchant,” she said and lunged.


Despite being caught off-guard, Mother still fought fiercely. She parried every spear-thrust, and launched many of her own, her blood-streaked face alive with battle-lust; and though Arawn had witnessed countless mock battles between Mother and his sister, he’d never truly seen the power contained in her body. It made every burst of violence she had inflicted on him over the years seem like nothing but playful teasing. Against a warrior-queen who had given her life to battle, however, she was no match. Epona swung her spear with both hands so that blow after blow rained down upon her foe. Arawn found himself hoping that each one would be the fatal one.


None was. Epona knocked Mother’s legs from under her, jabbing the spear down into her hand so she couldn’t get back up. Mother screamed and writhed in rage so Epona held her in place by kneeling with one knee on her chest.


It was only when Mother’s cries subsided did Arawn realise a battle had taken place around him. Epona’s spear-women had fought and captured all the rebels, and the noble family from Cantiaci was protected by a forest of spears. Some of the watching crowd had fled for fear of being skewered like pigs, but many still remained.


“I do not want these women killed,” cried Epona to her warriors. “I will not kill my own people. But you,” she said now to Mother, “I will execute in the morning, as a warning to all those who might oppose me.”


A cry disturbed the captured warriors as someone tried to struggle out of their bonds. After witnessing the battle between Mother and the warrior-queen, Arawn felt no more surprise when he saw it was his little sister, Ffraid. Writhe as she might, she couldn’t free herself from the noble spear-women.


“I keep this one with me.” Epona pointed to Mother, addressing her warriors, ignoring Ffraid’s cry. “Take the rest back to the settlement.”


With their leader thwarted, the rebels conceded feebly and the crowd dispersed. The Druid, Gwynfor, slowly rose from the ground near Arawn’s feet, his face slack as though he were still in the grip of possession. No heed was paid him, however, so he scurried over to the spear-women who still gripped Ffraid and now led her away from the kaer. Mother was hauled up from the ground by two warriors and dragged away, but despite her humiliation and defeat, she still spat towards the warrior-princess as she passed her.


Hot shame poured through Arawn—how could Mother defile such beauty? Before he realised what he was doing he was in front of Rosmerta on his knees. “I would honour you as my warrior-queen,” he said, unable to tear his eyes away from her face.


“Then you are a good man, and kind,” she said softly. Her lips parted in that magnificent smile and he barely felt the hands that clasped him under his armpits and dragged him back up to his feet. “Do not be rough with him,” said Rosmerta, her eyes still fixed on Arawn’s. “He means me no harm.”


And then she was gone.


“Let’s go, son.” He jumped at his father’s voice by his ear. “Our family’s caused enough trouble for one night. We’ll have to tell the boy to pack up our belongings, I don’t think we’ll be too welcome around here come dawn.”


When they reached their roundhouse, however, the boy was nowhere to be seen. Neither was Ffraid, nor Gwynfor. Embers were scattered over the floor by the hearth-fire and two pots were broken.


“They’ve taken the boy,” said Arawn, but his father hadn’t even noticed the mess; he was already packing food into a cloak.


“He’s run off, more like, and who can blame him? That Druid too, I shouldn’t wonder—Arawn?”


* * *


He knew precisely where they’d taken him. The place where all Druid magic was performed. The place where Gwynfor and Ffraid spent most of their time.


The stone circle.


In the distance and all around he saw the flare of Samhain bonfires, heard the beating of drums, and the singing of songs. All across Atrebates as far as Arawn’s eyes could see, rituals were playing out as they were supposed to. He wondered, briefly, if anyone had been aware of the rebellious treason that had taken place on top of the kaer, but he doubted it. By dawn everyone would know, but right now all were welcoming in the new year, and keeping malevolent spirits away.


Everyone, that was, but Ffraid and Gwynfor. Evidently the Druid had used his status to release Ffraid from the spear-women, and the two of them had raced back to the roundhouse to capture the boy.


With his chest screaming for respite, Arawn pushed himself a little farther. There, now, was the stone circle, looming in its blackness. Druids should be here, many Druids on the eve of Samhain, but only two figures danced. Their shadows flickered against the standing stones, thrown by the light of a small bonfire, like tortured souls thrashing in Otherworld.


Only two?


Arawn stopped running, tried to calm himself so that his sister and her Druid wouldn’t be alerted to his presence by his harsh breathing, and focused on the centre of the stone circle. The Druid was clearly there; it was hard not to notice his white robes. And that was certainly his sister; no one could mistake that fiery red hair of which Mother was so proud.


But where was the boy?


He crept closer, thankful for the shadows that the massive standing stones poured out; and then he saw him. Bound and naked on the sacrificial stone in the centre. Druid and acolyte chanted, dancing around him, both with daggers in their hands; Gwynfor’s appetite for sacrifice surpassed all others. Doubtless it was his idea to offer up a human soul to the goddess Boudica and her goddess daughters to save the soul of Mother. One human soul for another. Yet Boudica was nothing but a dead rebel queen!


Ffraid and Gwynfor stopped suddenly. As still now as the standing stones, Gwynfor slowly chanted magic with words Arawn couldn’t understand and raised his hands; one held his powerful rowan staff, the other a silver dagger. Ffraid’s eyes were fixed on the blade, oozing lust like pus from an infected wound.


Frantically Arawn searched the ground for a weapon of some kind. The urge to save the boy from his unjust fate was terrible. His scrabbling hands landed on a rock, small enough to fit in his fist. Holding back a scream of rage, he ran into the stone circle. Ffraid looked at him, her whole face a mask of surprise, and as the Druid turned to see what had captured his acolyte’s attention, Arawn swung the rock. It connected to the side of Gwynfor’s face with a sickening crack. Like a dropped cloak he crumpled to the floor.


For two heartbeats there was silence as brother and sister looked at the fallen Druid, then Ffraid shrieked in rage and plunged her dagger into the boy’s chest. He didn’t even cry out, only twitched. Ffraid then tugged her dagger out from between his ribs and slit his throat in one deft motion. Blood gushed, subsided; and Arawn drowned in the dead pools of the boy’s pale blue eyes.


She looked up at her brother then, and smiled. His rage swelled like blood from a wound, but before he had a chance to move, Ffraid pounced.


He barely managed to stop her from piercing his eye. Older and bigger he may have been, but it was she who had been taught warrior skills; and in the face of her incoherent rage he was all but helpless.


In fact, he was terrified. Of his sister. Of a young girl.


No; of a killer.


With all the force of her body she thrust the blood-soaked dagger at him, each time getting closer. Arawn knew he had to get it out of her grasp, and if he could only knock her to the ground and use his weight to subdue her as Epona had done to Mother then this would all be over.


He gripped, with both hands, onto the arm which held the dagger and tried to move himself close enough to knock her feet from under her, but she scratched at his face and eyes with her free hand, still screeching insensibly. He moved one hand down to her throat, swung them both round and—


Her eyes bulged for a heartbeat as her head connected with the corner of a giant standing stone. He hadn’t realised they were so close to the inner circle.


Blood pumped across the face of the stone and Ffraid’s eyes no longer saw him. He felt her weight in his hands, then her body started to tumble forwards.


He let go. She hit the earth with a thud, blood pooling around her broken skull.


The shaking started, and Arawn thought it would never stop, but he couldn’t take his eyes off his dead sister. In that moment he knew life wouldn’t be better without her after all; it was about to get very bad.
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The moon of Riuros (Cold-time), 332 C.E. Dubras, Cantiaci tribal lands, Brython


Rosmerta sighed and looked out of the ancient window to the tiled road leading towards the market square. The grass that grew between the tiles was dusted with frost, giving it the delicate appearance of glass—another secret that had left with the Romans. Yes, her tribe and others besides could still make coloured glass beads for jewellery and adornments, but the great sheets the Romans had put in the palace windows were long since turned to dust. But her mind was wandering.


At this rate they’d never resolve the crisis. Yet the most frustrating aspect of it was that she still wanted to proceed with the bonding. Until there was accordance in the council, however, that would never be.


“The Iceni-Coritani tribe have enjoyed far greater security since they bonded,” said Sulis Warrior-Queen. “We should be looking to them for—”


“They were forced into bonding because of the Picts, and because the Parisii are little more than a village now. They didn’t unite through choice.”


Rosmerta turned her face towards Arch Druid Heddgwyn. There was no smile on his pale face, but she saw one nonetheless.


“And you would see more tribes ended as the Brigantes and Sentanii?” Though outwardly she remained serene, Rosmerta heard the frustration in her mother’s voice trying to escape. “We cannot expect the Iceni-Coritani to keep the Picts from the southern lands forever. If we all agree to ally ourselves, to be a single land of Brythoniaid instead of a broken land of many, then we will be stronger. Bonding our daughters to our neighbours is the best way to achieve that.”


“I don’t doubt the wisdom of your words. But I can’t imagine that the tribal leaders will be so willing to relinquish their queenship as you.”


“It’s not a question of relinquishing power, Heddgwyn; I speak of strengthening all tribes against all enemies. We survived invasion by the Romans, but how many other enemies lie across the ocean? More than twenty generations have passed and still we suffer the ignominy of allowing Rome onto our land and I do not want that to be our legacy. I want the Cantii to be a people remembered for uniting the Brythoniaid against the Picts and outlanders to become a…a nation of peace.”


“A noble ideal, Warrior-Queen, but it will only work if other queenships agree; the Atrebates didn’t.”


“Epona Warrior-Queen agreed—my daughter was to be bound to her son.”


“Epona may well have, but I said queenship not warrior-queen, and I think the Atrebates people made quite clear their desire to disassociate with us.”


Rosmerta’s hand rose to the side of her face. The pain had long gone, but there remained still a shadow of her beating. And the shadow was a black cloud of fear.


“It was a rebellion of a handful of unofficial spear-women—not even an uprising. It was barely a swell. The people there were happy enough to see us arrive. And Epona is eager to continue with the oath. As am I, as is my daughter.”


“Perhaps you should start your noble plan with bonding your daughter to a tribe less opposed to us,” said Heddgwyn. “I hear the warrior-queen of the Durotriges tribe has many fine sons.”


Her mother smiled. “She also has many fine daughters.”


“But if we can convince the Atrebates that other tribes are happy bonding to ours—”


“I intend to bond our tribe with many others. I’ve been fruitful throughout my reign. But if the other tribes witness the bonding of Cantiaci and Atrebates first despite our ancient animosity, others will be willing to follow. Everyone in this council is of accordance, Arch Druid, save you—will you not concede?”


There was silence in the chamber. This argument had continued ever since Rosmerta and her mother had returned from Atrebates two moons ago, and what worried her was that many of the council members were tiring of it. Soon it would become old news, other events would take place and precedence and the bonding for which her mother had worked so hard would be for naught. Besides, if they knew the Druids didn’t consider it important, neither would they; all looked to the Druids for guidance.


“I will need to discuss this with my Fellows,” Heddgwyn said eventually. “We must call upon our ancestors for wisdom, and the gods for guidance.”


Sulis brought her hand down sharply on the table and Rosmerta winced. “Already you have taken two full cycles of the moon—what else is there left to discuss? And while you talk and chant to find your answers the Picts move ever further from their borders.”


“We are safe from them here.”


“For now. But what if the Iceni-Coritani should fall? How do we keep a country of ravenous raiders from our door?”


The Arch Druid shrugged, the slightest of movements. “We could build a wall to keep them out.”


“From coastline to coastline? You mock me with your flippant remarks. They’re people, not beasts; they know how to climb a wall.”


“Doubtless you’re right. I shall seek guidance from the gods over this matter as well. When the new moon brings Ogronios, call another council. My order will give you its answer then.”


He stood to leave, his staff of rowan clunking on the faded tiles before him as he walked, and the rest of the chamber hastily climbed to their feet, heads bowed. Rosmerta peered at her mother from lowered eyelids. Her head was dipped and her face was carefully composed; she’d been Warrior-Queen too long to betray any emotion.


Once the Arch Druid had departed, Sulis Warrior-Queen nodded to the rest of her counsellors and they filed out one by one until only Rosmerta and her mother remained. She rose and walked over to one of the many tapestries adorning the ancient walls, her brightly-coloured dress sweeping the floor.


“You’ll speak your mind anyway,” she said to her daughter without turning. “You may as well speak it now.”


“The majority are in favour, Mother, I don’t understand why we must wait until ice-time—that’s two moons from now!”


“The Druids haven’t bestowed their blessing.”


“They’ve already given it once!”


“That was before the evil omen at Atrebates. You cannot blame them for wanting to reconsider.”


“It wasn’t an omen, Mother, it was a paltry attempt at stalling a good idea that a handful of people think is a bad one. If we wait too long Epona will bond Dewydd to someone within her own tribe; we can’t afford to keep waiting.”


Sulis smiled. “The impatience of youth is a wonderful thing. It’s a pity it has to fade.” She turned to face her daughter, the bands about her neck and arms flaring gold in the morning sun. “You needn’t worry about Epona—she’s as eager as we are for the bonding, though we would have to wait a little while now, anyhow. To bond during this dead season would only bring more misfortune upon us. Better to wait for Imbolc, when the bellies of the ewes are full and the world is renewed.”


“Better to make an oath for the bonding so that the people know our intentions.”


“The people know our intentions,” said Sulis, her voice deepening a little, turning to look out of the window again, “and tell me that they’re good. They’re as willing as we are to put our tainted past behind us.”


“But are they more willing to follow the Druids?”


“I would have you speak plainly, daughter,” said Sulis, stepping a little closer to her. “You’re not usually so cryptic.”


Rosmerta drew a slow breath, then released it. “I think Heddgwyn is using this salt-merchant’s…rebellion…as an example for why the order should listen to him. It amazes me they could all so suddenly be against an idea that they’d previously supported.”


“It was a—”


“Bad omen; yes, I know, Mother. And the very one I think he was waiting for.”


“You mistrust his motives.”


“How can I not? How can you not? We’re now being kept endlessly waiting for something that should have already taken place.”


“They will give us our answer soon.”


“And what if it’s the wrong one?” Rosmerta fought to keep her voice as calm as her mother’s, but it didn’t help that the warrior-queen was focussed on something outside the window rather than her daughter.


“They will give us the answer we want.”


Rosmerta laughed mirthlessly. “You may pine for youth’s lost impatience but I crave the certainty of maturity.”


“Well, that’s something you’ll just have to wait for.”


“That, unfortunately,” said Rosmerta, “is something to which I am becoming accustomed.” She stood, suddenly longing to be outside in the crisp air listening to the sound of people carrying on with their lives with no interruptions.


“Don’t lose heart, my daughter. Our dream of a united Brython will come to pass.”


“I know, Mother; I just hope we’re still alive to see it.”


Finally Sulis faced her, smiling. “You sensed the tension at Epona’s kaer and she was able to prepare for it. I believe we owe you our lives.” Rosmerta touched her cheek, but said nothing. “So you know I trust your intuition; but I ask you to trust my experience. Can you do that for your warrior-queen?” She raised a hand to her chest. “For your mother?”


“You know I can.”


“Good.” She embraced her daughter. “Then I would have you go into the market and see what is drawing such a crowd.”


The warrior-princess laughed. Her mother never missed an opportunity to send her out amongst the people. It was good practice, she said, for when she would be in command of the tribe. And, in fact, she was grateful to be outside. Most people had an aversion to this dead part of the new year, but on days like this, Rosmerta loved it. The sun was a distant golden ball, reminding the world that it still watched over them as it rolled across a clear blue sky. Its faint heat could still be felt through the chill air, which cooled her chest each time she breathed in, as soothing as her sister’s cold-time healing balm.


She let the noise of the market wash over her as she walked through it. It wasn’t as busy now as during the warm season, but locals still came to trade pelts and salt, pigs and cloth with the many Gaulish traders who spent the dark days in Dubras; and, of course, the various weapons and jewels that the warriors so loved to display on themselves were always popular. The shouts and calls, the clank of metal on wood, the indignant cry of animals all helped to make her feel real.


She was on the divine path to deification, like all the warrior-queens before her, back to Boudica herself. Already she was a trained warrior, soon she would be a mother, and when her own mother crossed the bridge to Otherworld she would be a leader. The divine trinity. A living goddess. It was a prospect that terrified her.


“A special apple for the lady?”


Rosmerta turned her head towards the voice. It came from an ancient face swamped in pelts. She couldn’t tell if it were male or female.


“All the way from the sacred isle of Ynys Afallach, Lady. Blessed by the Druids themselves.”


Smiling, Rosmerta declined politely.


“No charge, o’ course, for the warrior-princess.”


“You’re most kind, though I couldn’t possibly take such precious wares without giving you coin. But they do look delicious; I shall send for some once I’ve returned to the palace.”


The ancient apple-seller grinned until the only feature that was visible was his—or possibly her—mouth. “The lady is too kind.”


Nodding, Rosmerta continued her walk to the crowd, reminding herself not to forget the promise. She doubted very much that the apples came from as far away as Ynys Afallach when there were plenty of perfectly good orchards roundabouts, but she felt it her duty to help the local people as much as possible.


She reached the crowd and it parted for her, and she discovered the centre of attention was a man. Or rather, if his chequered cloak and scraped-back hair was anything to go by, a Gaul. A resident in Dubras until windy-time when the shipping lanes re-opened, he doubtless spent most of his moons here entertaining an audience, for Gaulish traders always had interesting tales to tell folk when they landed on their shores. This, by the look of his brooches and bracelets, was a rather wealthy one. Even so, it was unusual that a merchant held the awe of such a large crowd in a market square and not a tavern.


She moved in closer.


“…so the tale goes, and that his son died which means that the gates of Otherworld are open to all.”


“Gates?” said someone at the front. “There’s no gates, it’s a bridge. You die, you cross the bridge to Otherworld. That’s the way it’s always been.”


“Ah, but it hasn’t,” said the Gaul. “According to this god, Otherworld only opened when his son died and passed through it. And we can only pass through it if we believe in this one god.”


There was a mumbling in the crowd and a few derisive laughs. “One single god? Boudica’s bosom, what will the Romans think of next?” This earned a few more chuckles, even heartier than before.


“Of what do you speak, good trader?”


The crowd silenced when she spoke, and the Gaul took only a heartbeat to notice her finely embroidered tunic with its jewel-encrusted wrists, and the heavy cloak that was pinned at the shoulder with a weighty but intricately wrought brooch of gold. She smiled her encouragement at him.


“Why, the Romans, fair lady.” He grinned at her, clearly needing no such encouragement at all.


“They seek to expand their empire once more?”


“No, my lady—we’ve not seen a soldier in our lands for generations. But we hear rumours. We trade with our cousins across the mountains and they tell us stories of the Romans.”


“One of which you were recounting to my people before I interrupted you.”


“You made no interruption, dear lady.”


No encouragement at all! She smiled back at him. “But you were speaking of a Roman god?”


“Yes, lady.”


“I thought the Romans worshipped many gods.”


“They did indeed. Once. But now there are tales of just one. The one true god, they call him, and none other exists.”


“How very peculiar.”


“Yes, lady. Though my cousins tell me this is no recent change. According to the Romans, the one true god gave his only son to the world some three hundred years past, and that the son sacrificed himself so that he might open the gates to Otherworld. Except that they call it the kingdom of heaven. And only those who believe in the one true god and his son can enter it.”


Rosmerta smiled. “What a strange little tale! Tell me; do you believe it?”


“No, lady.” His face darkened, and she had the impression he suddenly found the subject uncomfortable. “But the Romans, and others like them, take it very seriously—they kill people if they refuse to believe them, I heard tell.”


The warrior-princess raised her eyebrows. Certainly the gods could demand life if it pleased them, but never for a nonbeliever. The gods had no power over those who didn’t believe in them. But then…This was Rome, who tried to take the world by force; such a god made sense for them. And if it was as powerful as it was vengeful, this new god of Rome, then it was a threat her mother should know about.


“All the world must believe in this one true god, they say; otherwise we’ll all burn.”


“I can’t see how that would benefit this god of theirs.”


“No, lady. But the Romans are so convinced that they don’t even call themselves Romans any more.”


The warrior-princess smiled in surprise. “And how have they named themselves instead?”


“They call themselves priests.”


Eventually the crowd dispersed; even a good story couldn’t halt the necessities of daily life for too long. No doubt her mother would find this information disturbing. The ancient power of Rome was still fresh in everyone’s minds, even if it was only because the legend was passed down to every successive generation. That they had marched in their thousands from the other side of the world, sailed across the ocean and landed on the sacred shores of Brython was not a feat to be dismissed. Yes, Boudica and her divine army had beaten them back eventually, but the Romans had still left their mark—she only had to look around the town to see it. And she only had to visit the Atrebates lands to feel it. If they were amassing their forces again…


She looked back over her shoulder to the Gaul, and stopped. He was alone now, save for one young man. He looked as though he had missed several meals and his attire was in dire need of mending but Rosmerta could see that once it must have been of good quality. Despite his dishevelled appearance he was talking to the Gaul with animation.


She cocked her head. Did she recognise him? She was sure he wasn’t local but something tugged at the back of her mind. She shook her head. If the memory were important it would come back to her.


* * *


“You’ve done nothing but chase meat around your platter with bread, Rosmerta. Is something on your mind?”


“Forgive me, Airmed,” said the warrior-princess, looking up into the face of her younger sister. She was grinning. “Though it seems you’re not offended.”


“Oh, I know you too well to be offended by your bad humours,” Airmed said, waving a hand. “But I believe the rest of our company were.”


Rosmerta looked around. Moments before, she was sure, the great hall had been filled with Druids and wealthy tribes-people as well as Rosmerta’s sisters and brothers and the warrior-queen herself. Now it was empty save the two of them and a lot of nearly empty dishes.


“Oh, Rosa!” said Airmed, giggling like a child. “What a face you have! But you needn’t worry—everybody was far too busy chattering about everything but the Atrebates to notice your inattention. Mother looked over twice or thrice but she seemed contented to let you be. Me, I’ve just been wondering what plot you’ve chosen to unseat Heddgwyn.”


“Airmed, how can you suggest such a thing?” Rosmerta’s cheeks reddened and she pushed away her platter. Was it intuition or sisterhood that gave her such insight?


“Ah. So it’s Dewydd then? I should think he’d be heart-glad to hear that.”


“You’re a very cheeky young girl.”


“I’ve spent more time with Druids than weapons, remember. I’ve learned a few ways to trick people in revealing themselves.”


“I’d rather not talk about the Druids right now.”


Airmed’s smile was knowing but not unkind. Never unkind. “I’d heard tell Heddgwyn was proving difficult. You needn’t look so surprised; it’s taken Mother her entire life to conceal her emotions—I’m afraid I can read you as easily as I can the runesticks.”


Rosmerta sighed. “He’s being deliberately obstructive.”


“Indeed? Why should that be?”


“I’ve yet to uncover his motive, but I’d stake my…my queenship on it.”


Airmed’s eyes flew open. “What intrigue is this? I should really attend more council meetings rather than tend my herbal garden. What are you going to do about it?”


“That’s what I’ve been pondering. But I don’t know.”


Airmed tapped her fingers softly on the side of her face for moment; then it lit up like the sun coming out from behind the clouds. “I know! We have a brother who’s a Druid.”


“He’s not a Druid yet, he’s an Ovate. And all our brothers are Ovates.”


She shook her head prettily. “No, Rosa; we have a brother who’s an Ovate. Same father as well as mother. And he loves us best of all. I’m sure if you ask him, he’ll happily agree.”


“If I ask him what? Airmed, what are you talking about?”


“Ask him to tell you what Heddgwyn is up to. He’d certainly know.”


It took several moments for Rosmerta to find any words. “I can’t ask our brother to do that—it would break all of the sacred oaths he’s taken. Besides, he hasn’t passed through all the levels yet; it’s doubtful he’d be informed of any decisions Heddgwyn makes.”


“Then there’s no harm in asking.”


“No, Airmed.”


“If your concern is for the queenship then it’s your duty to.”


“No one questions the Druids.” No one dared to. It was they who had knowledge of all the histories of all the tribes, they who passed judgement every arbitration-time on those foolish enough to commit crimes against their own, they who knew all the ancient magics and curses of the lands, and they who spoke with the ancestors—and through them, the gods. They had authority to move across tribal borders without challenge, and the power to veto even the will of the warrior-queen. It was the kind of power than could prove fatal should it ever be turned against them, and Rosmerta’s soul quailed even as it warned her about it. That she needed to uncover Heddgwyn’s motives wasn’t in doubt, but she disliked the idea of causing trouble for her brother; the risk was great for him. The penalty of betrayal was death. Could she sacrifice one life for many? She smiled ruefully; this was precisely the kind of impossible choice all warrior-queens must make. It came to her mind once more that she wasn’t ready for it.


“No one will question them. Our brother is simply going to give you information. I’ll ask him if you don’t want to. He’s never really forgiven Heddgwyn for forcing Mother to give him to the Druids—he hated studying as much as you did.”


“I did not hate studying!”


“If your fears are confirmed then you can do something about it. And if there are no concerns then you’ve nothing to worry about.”


“Except Heddgwyn finding out.”


“He won’t find out,” said Airmed, grinning. “He’s hardly going to believe that his novice and only son is spying on him, is he?”
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The moon of Riuros (Cold-time), 332 C.E. Old Dubras, Cantiaci tribal lands, Brython


He knows who they are even before he reaches them. He doesn’t want to reach them, but he’s unable to stop moving forward. Not walking; moving. He feels neither his feet, nor his body; he’s simply moving steadily forward, towards the two figures. One is sitting on his haunches, hunched over, pounding at white stones, except they’re bones, turning them into dust so he can add them to the evil-smelling brew that’s bubbling in the crucible above the fire.


He can’t see the other figure, but she’s there. He can feel her. Smell her.


Closer now. The hunched figure lifts up an arm to pour the bone-dust into the crucible, the long arm of his white robe flapping in the heat from the flames.


So hot.


The figure is stirring. Stirring and chanting. The words are foreign to him, nonsensical, madness; but he knows what they mean.


The Dead will find the living. They cannot escape the Dead. The living will be devoured and so become the Dead.


On and on the figure chants. On and on he moves towards him. He cannot stop it, and the sound of the chanting pierces his skull until he wants to scream.


But he can make no sound in this place.


He can only move. He moves past the chanting, cackling figure and the smell of his sister becomes stronger; her sweat, her blood on his hands. He wants to close his eyes, but he can’t. He has to look.


Into the crucible.


The chanting stops, and he can’t see the figure any more, only the gaping maw of the crucible and the foul-smelling brew it contains. Bubbling.


The bubbles burst slowly, emitting gusts of poisonous stench. Within the brew are swimming strands of red weeds, except they’re not weeds. It’s hair. Red hair, which slowly, lazily, draws out the fear he feels within, then parts until his sister’s face is revealed to him. A dead face, and even though the skin is boiling off the bone he knows it’s her. She opens her eyes and her eyeballs burst like the bubbles. Her mouth moves. There’s no sound but he knows what she’s saying.


Sister-slayer, sister-slayer, sister-slayer.


He steps back from the crucible but he’s barred by something behind him. He knows what’s there and he doesn’t want to turn but he can’t help it.


He spins around; glaring down at him is the figure robed in white. The hood has fallen to reveal his bloody head, one side of which is caved in, as though a rock had fallen and crushed his skull.


“The Dead will find the living,” the white-robed figure intones. “They cannot escape the Dead. The living will be devoured and so become the Dead.”


He wants to scream, drown out the sound of the terrible voice, but he has no breath.


He cannot breathe.


* * *


Arawn grabbed at the blankets around him and struggled to wake. Only, there were no blankets, it was straw. There hadn’t been any blankets for two fat moons now and he didn’t know when that was likely to change.


With his mind still sweating out the last remnants of his nightmare, he clambered out of the straw-filled pallet and went to the cracked cauldron that hung above the near-dead fire.


“I’m all right,” said Arawn. “Just another bad dream.” He looked into the cauldron at the thin gruel prepared the night before.


Putting a small log in the horseshoe hearth and coaxing life back into the fire, he said, “I told you; you’re not a slave any more. You don’t have to keep cooking for me.” He dipped a bowl, a rotten treasure from a dead town, into the warming gruel and squatted next to the fire, sipping it, trying to appreciate the meagre warmth. It was the only roundhouse here that still stood, though when he lay down to sleep at night the stars shone down and taunted him; now a bitter breeze and the laughter of crows in the dead thatch did the same. The sun might well send its weak rays through the broken doorway but there was no life here any more; he was a ghost in a skeleton in a town long forgotten.


When his fast was broken he braved the biting wind and walked, passing the grain stores with their broken legs and the graves of roundhouses, to the edge of the ancient hill-fort. North-west beyond the crumbling earthworks, Dubras lay in the land like a polished stone, its name taken from the very hill he stood upon. From his various visits to the marketplace, he’d heard the locals refer to this place as Old Dubras—and old it certainly was. Nothing but a desiccated carcass of a once-proud fort. The very antithesis of new Dubras. Where she lived. A jewel within a jewel.


“I have to speak to her this day,” Arawn said, and belched. “We can’t keep foraging for food like rats. Besides, you’re starting to smell.” He smiled. “We’ll go back to the marketplace. I’m sure we’ll see her. I wonder if that trader will be there, what he said was very interesting. Imagine that, Boy—one supreme god to rule all the others! What would Gwynfor say about that?”


An image of chanting and cackling from his nightmare rolled over him like fog and he shivered.


“Anyway. This day will be ours. I’m sure of it. And I’m sure she’ll only be too happy to employ us.”


* * *


At no point during his sixteen summers did Arawn believe that a woman would be happy to see him. But she was different. This place was different. He’d never really thought of his tribal lands as anything other than home. Yes, there was the circle of standing stones—


looming in the firelight, echoing the screams of rage, then fright, then deathly silence


—but there was nothing else that made it special. Perhaps the kaer, but it was nothing more than a hill, when he really thought about it; no better than Old Dubras, just with fresh shit.


But here. Here, everything was clean and white and…and built! Now he realised that the Atrebates tribal lands were nothing more than a collection of dirty farmlands salted with squalid roundhouses. Here in the Cantiaci tribal lands the fields looked greener, the wheat looked fatter—but it was the market-place in Dubras that stole Arawn’s breath.


Instead of the muddy earth he had grown up in, any life beaten into submission by years of scuffing feet and trundling chariot wheels; Dubras’ marketplace was paved with great white stones, the sides of which touched each other so that the whole place looked clean and flat; in some places great swathes were taken up with intricate patterns and pictures made entirely of tiny stones. Would Mother ever be able to imagine such artistry? People had their stalls arranged in neat rows and their wares sang out to the onlookers—he knew the fruit would be ripe and rich if he sank his teeth into it; the flowers enveloped his head in a perfume that made his nose tingle; and the pottery was the most beautifully crafted he’d ever seen. And this was just a place for common folk!


Around the edge of the marketplace, on the other side of the paved road, were dwellings, only they were like none he’d ever seen before. They were built of stone not wattle and daub; instead of lice-infested thatch they were roofed with a grey stone that reflected the sunlight; and their doorways were made of wood, not hide. The front of each had square holes cut into them for sunlight and these were bordered by prettily painted shutters. Everything was square and neat and clean. No more dirt and scruff and circles, he thought. It was the most wondrous sight and he felt sure he’d never tire of it. Not surprising, then, that Mother never wanted to trade here—undoubtedly she was sick with jealousy. But his purpose wasn’t to marvel at his surroundings; his purpose was even now walking through the crowd.


“Should I approach her out here?” he said. “Or perhaps it would be better to speak to her at her home. Maybe she’ll even offer us some food.” His stomach growled at the idea. “That’s what we’ll do then. Let’s keep our eyes on her.”


It wasn’t difficult to keep out of sight. The marketplace was packed with people, but there was none of the shouting and pushing that he was used to. Indeed, people were decrying their produce but they made it sound inviting. And those wishing to buy would patiently wait for attention instead of pushing themselves forward to get the best on offer. Even more astonishing to Arawn’s young eyes, was that there were men working behind the stalls, as though they were the ones who owned the goods and would keep the money for themselves.


He looked up. For a heart-stopping moment he thought he’d lost her, but then he spotted her again talking to a small group of people, nodding her head and smiling that sweet smile of hers. Eventually she moved on, and Arawn made sure his eyes never lost contact with her again.


She headed directly towards the top of the marketplace and mounted an incredible set of steps, wide at the bottom and narrowing towards the top when they reached such an ornate door that Arawn’s jaw dropped. Magically, the door opened and in she went, swallowed up by the majestic darkness.


Arawn’s eyes swam over the rest of the giant square house and were drowned.


“I don’t know if I dare to enter.”


* * *


“This will definitely be the day,” Arawn said, after another wholly unsatisfying bowl of morning gruel. “This day I will definitely knock, she will answer and accept our offer of servitude.”


The now familiar walk from Old Dubras to the marketplace seemed to take only moments instead of half a morning, and as Arawn walked around the outside to the great square house that kept watch over it, his heart raced. As usual.


What if she said no?


But she’d smiled at him…And that wasn’t the smile of someone who said no. Even if she was a woman. Only, this woman wasn’t like all the others.


And besides, he’d dreamed about this moment; dreams in which she welcomed him with that wonderful smile and sat him down to feast with her. And then she led him to richly furnished chambers where he slept for as long as he wanted. Always Arawn awoke when he fell asleep and it seemed to him at times that his miserable life was the dream and his time with her was reality. Soon it would be so, because what were such dreams if not visions from the ancestors?


The door was in front of him. He took a step back. From behind he felt a slight pressure and knew Boy was urging him forwards.


I’m hungry and exhausted, thought Arawn. I can’t keep foraging on the edge of life.


He lifted his fist, and pounded twice. It sounded muffled and he wondered how anyone on the other side of it would be able to hear anything at all.


Nothing happened.


He pounded again, this time much harder, and he fancied that the sound carried further.


Still nothing.


He was just about to lift his fist for the third time when he heard scrapings from the other side. He put his ear to the wood and then jumped straight back as the huge door in front of him swung open. After spending so long dreaming of this moment, when he finally saw the girl in front of him his heart sank.


It wasn’t her.


“Yes?” she said. Her hair was brown, her face flawed with freckles, and she wasn’t smiling. It wasn’t her. “What do you want?”


Arawn said nothing. The door closed in his face. He turned and walked down the grand staircase, failure biting his heart.


But then he saw a group of people carrying baskets filled with goods or pushing laden barrows. There was a lot of food there. Arawn’s aching stomach growled at the sight of it. He shook his head.


“I can’t steal anything from those people, Boy. There’s too many of them.”


The merchants were streaming down a little alley at the side of the grand building. After spending so long wandering around the environs of the marketplace, Arawn knew there was nothing behind there except the gardens of the square house, farmlands, and beyond much smaller dwellings. But none of those looked wealthy enough to afford all of the merchandise that was passing in front of them.


The copper coin dropped.


“There must be another way in. Let’s follow them!”


He bolted across the smooth paving stones and turned into the mouth of the alley. The merchants were almost out of sight, but it didn’t take the young man long to catch up with them—not when he had the excitement of possibility giving wings to his heels.


Behind the great square house and protecting its gardens was a sculpted stone wall, a portion of which was given over to a polished wooden gate. Many of the merchants had already passed through by the time Arawn arrived, save those with the heaviest barrows. Up this close, Arawn noticed that their clothes were in better repair than his, and all of them were wearing shoes. If he went too near, someone would surely recognise that he didn’t belong to the group. But if he stayed too far behind, the gate would be locked, his entry denied.


Once more he was in an agony of indecision. And once more he felt Boy push him forwards. The last merchant had disappeared with his filled barrow and the gate was slowly creaking shut. His heart beating wildly again, Arawn took to his toes and ran to the gate. He heard nothing from the other side, save the far-off noises of people chattering and laughing. He poked his head around the gate, steeling himself to run if there was an angry warrior-woman waiting on the other side of it.


There wasn’t. The only people were the merchants and they were all disappearing through a door that was only slightly less grand than the one at the front of the building. Stretching out from that was the lushest grass, the sweetest flowers, and the most perfect little trees that he’d ever seen. Arawn’s heart clenched in anticipation.


“Boudica’s bosom,” he whispered.


Running down the middle of the garden was a perfectly straight path of tiny pebbles, and on either side of it the soft grass was interrupted at regular intervals by intricate flower beds whose patterns were so straight and true that it seemed to Arawn no mere person could have planted them. Around the outside of the garden were myriad large plants and trees, and it was amongst these that he walked. Taking the path would surely only attract unwanted attention.


Just when Arawn thought he’d be happy enough to hide for the rest of his life among the perfumed flora, he noticed a strange round building made entirely of wood towards the end of the gardens. Quite small, its walls were merely carved posts with an elegant archway facing the path that suggested it was the entrance. The roof was domed, and looked as though several strips of thin wood had been woven to create it, and on top of that, glinting in the weak sun, was something golden, but he couldn’t discern it from this distance.


What he could discern, however, was the figure sitting within, on a circular bench that stretched around from one side of the archway to the other. She was shaded from the morning sun but he could clearly see her pale skin and flowing, golden hair. His heart stuttered in his chest, and his feet started walking of their own accord. She was looking out onto the beautiful gardens that lay before her so she didn’t notice him until he stood in the archway. The instant she turned her deep blue gaze upon him, Arawn dropped to his knees, a strange mix of pain and excitement boiling within him.


He bowed his head. “Rosmerta Warrior-Princess. My name is Arawn Salt-merchant, and I would honour you as my warrior-queen,” he said.
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