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            To my agent, Rebecca Scherer, for believing in Boudicca as much as you believe in me.
            

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Content Warning

         
         
            A note to my readers: 

            As a survivor of sexual assault, I am sensitive to that particular trauma. Boudicca depicts the SA of two children and a woman warrior off the page. I do not give details of the assaults, though I do detail
               the aftermath. Please be mindful of this content. You may refer to the resource at the end of the book for support. 
            

            With empathy and understanding, 

            P. C. Cast
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            Part I

         
         
            Spring 60 CE, Ancient Britannia

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter I

         
         For the rest of my life, when fog swirled in with the dawn, my stomach would tighten, and the small hairs on my forearms would
            lift. I would remember that day and what came with the fog: the scent of fertile earth and baking bread and danger—a danger
            so thick and cloying that my palm called my blade and my spirit cried out to my goddess for courage and strength and cunning.
         

         
         Boudicca! Awake! Come to the forest!

         
         I jolted from a deep sleep, sat up, and flung the pelt blanket from my body. With one hand I brushed back heavy hair from
            my face, while the other searched the bed beside me.
         

         
         My husband wasn’t there. Instead of warming my bed, Prasutagus, chief of the Iceni tribe, rested entombed in the Chief’s Barrow.

         
         Do not be foolish, I told myself. Prasutagus has been dead for three full cycles of the moon. You are Queen Boudicca, and Iceni queens do not grasp at ghosts.

         
         I shook myself, chasing away the last of the sleep from my mind, which sharpened instantly. From the first moment I drew conscious
            breath that morning I had felt a sense of anticipation. I knew something beckoned. I’d dreamed of it—of the ominous thing—but when I woke, the dream had dissipated like morning dew. Is it the arrival of the Druids that calls me awake? Derwyn has not visited in months. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes and tried to understand the compulsion that had awakened me.
         

         
         On most mornings I would rise from my bed when the sun lifted above the verdant forest that surrounded my tribe’s sturdy huts, lodges, and animal pens. The many fields were lush with crops growing toward harvest. As queen, I had the luxury of waking slowly. My personal servant, Phaedra—who had been with me since that happy day fifteen years before when I married Prasutagus—would help me dress and plait my hair while she whispered the latest gossip. 

         
         Not that day.

         
         That day the compulsion that woke me came with a premonition so urgent that it usurped the dawn and the lazy light it brought.

         
         Phaedra, who had taken to sleeping on a thick pallet near the foot of my bed since my husband’s death, yawned and groggily
            started to rise.
         

         
         “Sleep, Phaedra.” I spoke softly, careful not to disturb my two young daughters, who slumbered behind the woven-bough walls
            that separated their bedroom chamber and mine. “I do not need you this morning.” With a sigh my servant curled up on her side
            again and was instantly asleep.
         

         
         As the words escaped my mouth, I wondered at them. I could have used Phaedra’s help to tame the wildness of the copper mane
            that fell past my waist—its unruliness was in constant contrast to my calm, well-organized demeanor.
         

         
         But the need to go to the forest was too great for niceties like combing through my hair. I quickly plaited the thick length
            into a single braid that hung to my waist and pulled on the simple brown overtunic I wore when my women and I hunted truffles
            in the woods that surrounded Tasceni, Tribe Iceni’s largest settlement and home to their royal family. I shook out a moss-colored
            cloak and fastened it around my shoulders, clasping it in place with my favorite brooch—a mighty boar whose silver tusks were
            decorated with elaborate knot work. The only two outward signs that I was not just an ordinary Iceni tribeswoman were the
            brooch and the delicate gold torque that encircled my neck like a cuff.
         

         
         From an oak chest, I took a small dagger that fit perfectly into the leather sheath attached to my belt and the large leather
            satchel I preferred for foraging, and added a water bladder to it before I hastily slung it over my shoulder. Then, on swift
            but silent cat’s feet, I parted the heavy fur drape that served as the door to my opulent bedchamber and headed for the center
            of the lodge and its ever-burning hearthfire, where I hoped to find some bread and cheese to take with me.
         

         
         “I wondered if you would awaken with me.”

         
         Arianell’s voice surprised me. I spun around to see my mother, sitting beside the central hearthfire of the roomy lodge as
            she sipped her morning tea from a wooden mug. Behind her, perched on a small stool, her ancient servant, Dafina, slowly combed
            through Arianell’s long silver hair.
         

         
         “You startled me,” I said as I made my way to my mother. I bent and kissed her cheek affectionately. “Mother, why are you
            awake so early?”
         

         
         “A question I have been asking your mother since she woke me with a shrill scream some time ago.” Dafina’s voice cracked with
            age, but her hands did not waver in their work and her vision was still as sharp as her mind—though the servant was older
            than Arianell by at least a decade.
         

         
         “And as I told Dafina, that interesting question must wait for my daughter to answer,” said Arianell.

         
         Dafina made a show of looking behind me. “Phaedra is not fluttering about you like a busy little wren. Are you as somber as
            this one today?” Dafina asked.
         

         
         “Old woman, get our queen a mug of herbs to break her fast. I should question her, not you!” snapped Arianell.

         
         I hid my smile. Dafina was more like a grandmother than a servant, and I had long enjoyed her prickly personality almost as
            much as I appreciated the old woman’s expertise with braids and knot work.
         

         
         Mumbling to herself, ancient Dafina put down the wide-toothed wooden comb and hobbled to the cauldron that simmered over the
            hearthfire. As she ladled hot water into another wood mug, I could feel Arianell studying me. My mother’s gaze went to my
            haphazard braid and she sucked her teeth contemplatively before saying, “My daughter, my queen, it is unlike you to appear
            so disheveled, no matter the hour.” She gestured at the satchel slung over my back. “What is it you seek in the first light
            of the day?”
         

         
         Dafina handed me a mug that steamed with aromatic herbs. She bowed quickly before she returned to combing through Arianell’s
            hair.
         

         
         “Here, Boudicca.” Mother pointed to a comfortable woven rush chair much like her own. “Sit beside me. Let us talk.”

         
         I blew across the tea before I sipped it but was too restless to sit. Instead I stood beside my mother and stared into the
            hearthfire, though what I really wanted to do was to rush from the lodge out into the predawn forest.
         

         
         “The Druids will be here tomorrow and I remember how much Derwyn enjoys the taste of truffles. I thought to forage for them.
            It has been months since the leader of the Druids visited us and I want him to feel most welcome.”
         

         
         Arianell nodded slowly. Unlike mine, my mother’s hair was always tamed—and even this early hour it flowed neatly down her
            back as Dafina’s long strokes made it crackle and glisten in the wan firelight. “Truffles would please Derwyn, but the predawn
            light makes digging for truffles”—she paused and smiled knowingly at me—“impossible.”
         

         
         I blew out a long, frustrated breath. “I woke thinking of the forest and the imminent arrival of the Druids, which brought
            to mind truffles. I decided I must go in search of them for him.”
         

         
         “We have women aplenty who would be honored to forage for Derwyn,” croaked Dafina.

         
         “Yes, I know, and yet I was compelled to go into the forest. Today. Now.”

         
         Arianell’s expression shifted instantly. She lifted her hand and Dafina stopped combing her hair. My mother leaned forward,
            staring through the predawn gloom of the lodge. “A compulsion to enter the forest awakened you?”
         

         
         I recognized the sharpness in my mother’s voice and my stomach tightened. “It did. Actually, all I remember of my dream is
            how it ended. That I was commanded to go into the forest.”
         

         
         “Perhaps . . . perhaps . . .” The wan light of the hearthfire reflected in Arianell’s distinctive sky-colored eyes so that
            they seemed bottomless, as if they contained secrets from many lifetimes. Holding my gaze, she raised her voice only a little.
            “Dafina, bring me the hart pendant. The one with the emerald eye.”
         

         
         The old servant stood stiffly and then disappeared behind the heavy pelt curtain that was the entrance to Arianell’s bedchamber. She returned in moments to give the piece of jewelry to her mistress. 

         
         “Come, bend down to me, daughter.”

         
         I approached my mother, who lifted a delicate chain. From it dangled a hart that had been exquisitely crafted from silver
            swirls and interlocking knots. The stag’s head was in profile, so only one eye showed—and that eye was a perfect shining emerald,
            the exact color of my own eyes.
         

         
         Arianell spoke formally. “I give this to you freely, my daughter, my queen, and my heart, to keep as your own, or to leave
            as an offering in Annwn, the Otherworld.”
         

         
         Wordless, I bowed my head. Mother slipped the silver chain on me so that it slid, cold and heavy, just beneath the torque
            that was a symbol of my rank as queen of the Iceni. The beautiful hart fell between my breasts, where the single emerald played
            with the firelight.
         

         
         I touched it gently, reverently. “But Father gave it to you. I could not leave it as an offering.”

         
         “Its worth is exactly why it makes the perfect offering. Though as I said, that is your choice to make, should you be fortunate
            enough to step beyond the veil that parts the worlds.”
         

         
         My fingers stroked the smooth pendant and I blew out a long breath. “I am not sure I want to visit Annwn. What if it’s like
            the legends and I return to find the world has gone on without me and everyone beloved by me has left this life?”
         

         
         Arianell’s smile turned into a savage baring of her white teeth. “The queen of the Iceni should not fear her destiny.”

         
         Mother’s words sent a shiver down my spine as foreboding as real as the silver chain around my neck lifted the small, fair
            hairs on my forearms. “I will always do my best to make my people proud.”
         

         
         Arianell’s expression softened. “I know that as surely as Prasutagus did when he named you his heir. The Iceni and the Druids
            knew that when they chose their queen three months ago. Though I do wish your father could have lived to see you wear the
            torque of a queen.”
         

         
         My fingers found the precious pendant again. “Mother, if you believe I should take an offering with me, let me choose something else—something valuable but not as precious as this.” 

         
         Arianell patted my hand. “There are other gifts your father gave me that I treasure more than that pendant. You, my dearest,
            are the greatest of those gifts. He also gave us the gift of choosing your husband wisely. I freely admit I disagreed with
            him at first. Prasutagus was a mighty chief, but he seemed far too old for you.”
         

         
         I’d heard this tale many times and still it made me smile. “Because I was eighteen, and Prasutagus was already showing gray
            in his beard.”
         

         
         “Indeed.” Arianell nodded. “But then I saw the way the Iceni chief looked at you—as if you held his world in your green eyes.
            That warmed my heart, but when Prasutagus made it clear that he valued your mind and respected your opinions—that was when I knew you and he would be well matched.”
         

         
         My stomach tightened again, this time in grief, and my voice was barely above a whisper. “He loved me and I him.”

         
         Arianell nodded. “Prasutagus won my motherly love when he sent for me after your father was entombed.”

         
         “He knew I would need you for the birth of our first child. I was so heavy with Enfys that I could not even travel to see
            Father’s pyre lit.”
         

         
         Arianell nodded. “Indeed, I traveled here for the birthing of my beloved first grandchild and never left.” My mother paused
            and her expression darkened. “I still believe your father had a premonition about what would befall his beloved Brigantes.
            That woman Cartimandua. That horrible woman who betrayed the tribe to ally with the Romans . . .” Her words faded and her
            shoulders bowed with grief.
         

         
         This time I patted my mother’s hand reassuringly. “Do not let your thoughts dwell on Cartimandua.”

         
         “That bitch. May her teats dry and her womb fail,” Dafina muttered.

         
         The ancient servant’s words caused Arianell to share a smile with me, and I hastily returned the conversation to our topic.
            “Prasutagus cherished me from the moment we met. He saw how very much his wife needed you. That is why he made a place of
            honor for you here.”
         

         
         “Dearest, you were doing well without me.”

         
         “Ha! You granddaughters would be lost without their precious Nain,” cackled Dafina.

         
         “Hush, you! Our queen is an excellent mother!”

         
         “Never said she wasn’t . . . ,” Dafina mumbled as she continued brushing her mistress’s hair.

         
         “My granddaughters are a great joy to me—as are the Iceni.” Arianell’s expression changed. She stared into the fire and spoke
            slowly, as if weighing each word carefully. “I did not believe I would find such joy and purpose after your father’s death,
            but I have had a second life here with the Iceni. I want you to know that, my daughter, my queen. I have been more than content
            these many years.”
         

         
         The hearthfire seemed to stop radiating heat, and I shivered. “You are the beloved matriarch of the Iceni. How many Iceni
            babes have you helped to bring into the world?”
         

         
         Still staring into the fire, Arianell said, “Many, with the aid of my patron goddess, Brigantia.”

         
         “Yes,” I said firmly. “And with the goddess’s aid you will bring many more Iceni into the world.”

         
         “Indeed,” Arianell said softly. “Should it be the goddess’s will.”

         
         “Should it be the goddess’s will,” Dafina echoed eerily.

         
         I shivered again. “Mother, you have not told me why you woke so early.”

         
         “I was compelled awake by Brigantia. The goddess whispered that I must give counsel to Victory.”

         
         The breath rushed from me in a gasp. Father had often told the story about how he had known the moment he’d looked into his
            firstborn and only child’s eyes that he must name me after the ancient word buaidh, which meant “victory.” My voice broke as I asked, “A-and what counsel would you give me, Mother?”
         

         
         “I have already given it you in the form of a precious offering, but in addition I simply remind you of something you already
            know. Listen to the forest.”
         

         
         “Yes, Mother. I will remember.”

         
         Arianell’s smile lit the shadowy room as she turned her gaze from the fire to look fully at me. “You should be on your way. It is never wise to keep destiny waiting.” Arianell turned and spoke over her shoulder. “Dafina, make ready a measure of the bannock cake and some of that excellent cheese the queen likes so much.” Dafina quickly wrapped a generous portion of the still-warm wheat, barley, oat, and hazelnut cake, along with a hunk of goat cheese, in a skin and gave it to me with a fond smile and another bow. 

         
         Arianell stood. Though she was not as stiff and hobbling as her servant, I noted that Mother was slowing. She straightened
            with a grimace and rubbed her left hip. Arianell was not petite, but I stood more than a head taller. The wise woman I loved
            so well reached up and cupped my cheek gently with her hand.
         

         
         “It has been difficult for you these months since Prasutagus’s death.”

         
         “It was too sudden. Too soon.” My shoulders sagged with sadness. His last day rushed back to me as it had over and over. I
            watched my virile husband, seemingly so strong—almost godlike in my eyes—stand abruptly from his place of honor at the Imbolc
            feast just three months before. His ruddy face abruptly drained of color. He clutched his left arm, spoke my name, and, with
            an expression of wide-eyed surprise, the chief of the Iceni fell and did not rise again.
         

         
         Arianell patted my cheek gently. “Time eases grief. And, remember, none of us are ever truly gone. We are all connected, and
            will be eternally.” She kissed me softly—first on my forehead, then each cheek, and finally my lips. “May the joy of the day
            be with you, my precious daughter, my precious queen.”
         

         
         My response was automatic. “And may the blessings of the earth be on you, beloved Mother.”

         
         “Now go! You are like a colt who needs to run.”

         
         With a sigh of relief I rushed from the lodge and stepped out into a world turned gray.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter II

         
         The Druids called it the breath of the dragon. When fog rolled in with the dawn, thick and swirling with a life of its own,
            it made the mundane seem mysterious and the extraordinary seem mundane. That morning it blanketed the village.
         

         
         The two Queen’s Guards snapped to attention when I joined them on the wide, raised wooden entrance to my roundhouse lodge.
            They were part of the twelve elite warriors, men and women of the Iceni, whose honor it was to protect their queen.
         

         
         “Be at ease, Bryn and Briallen.” As my warriors relaxed I studied the thick fog that swirled throughout the village. “It is
            late in the year for the dragon’s breath, isn’t it?”
         

         
         “Aye, it’s a strange one this morn,” said Bryn. He gestured with his long spear out at the fog.

         
         Briallen, a tall, slender woman who was Bryn’s twin sister, teasingly used the blunt end of her spear to tap my shoulder.
            “Worried that it be Stoorworm coming to get you, my queen?”
         

         
         I acted instantly, brushing aside the spear with one hand and stepping inside the reach of Briallen’s weapon. I pulled her
            short sword free of the scabbard at her waist and pressed the blade of it against the warrior’s throat.
         

         
         Like all Iceni women, I have been trained in close combat as well as with the blade and spear and bow. Ironically, it was
            Briallen who had drilled me over and over again so that I was strong, confident, and accurate with all three.
         

         
         “It does not worry me at all. How about you?” I said nonchalantly.

         
         Briallen’s brother threw back his head and his laughter boomed across the quiet settlement, causing a chicken to squawk irritably.
            That made him slap his thick thigh and laugh again.
         

         
         A smile spread across Briallen’s broad, intelligent face. She spoke slowly, careful not to move her throat. “No, my queen. It does not worry me overmuch.” 

         
         Not long after I married Prasutagus, Briallen and Bryn had come to Tasceni. They’d been barely older than me but had left
            their northern Caledonia tribe already well-respected warriors looking for adventure. They had been so skilled that they had
            quickly been absorbed into my personal guard, and they were fiercely loyal to me. I had always loved their guttural Northern
            accent, which got more pronounced when either was stressed. I sheathed Briallen’s dagger back in her waist scabbard and grinned
            at her.
         

         
         “Well, may the joy of the day be with both of you. I must be off.”

         
         “Did you change your mind and decide to join the warriors?” Briallen’s voice lifted with excitement. “If we ride hard we should
            catch them before they enter Trinovantes territory.”
         

         
         “Aye! They left just before the fog began,” Bryn added, grinning in anticipation of being allowed to join the rest of the
            Iceni warriors at the annual spring games with their neighbors, Tribe Trinovantes. At the spring games they traded horses,
            sought and found mates, and competed in tests of strength.
         

         
         “No, I just go to forage truffles for Derwyn. You must remain with your queen as I must be here to greet the leader of the
            Druids,” I said, then added, “I am sorry you two are missing out on the spring games, though.”
         

         
         “It is an honor to do our duty.” Briallen bowed, the familiar tone she usually took with me shifting to one that was far more
            formal.
         

         
         “We prefer to remain with our queen,” added her brother, his tone also turned formal. “The rest of the warriors will only
            be gone one night and back in time for Beltane. We choose Herself over revelry.” Bryn bowed with a flourish, which made me
            smile. I had been fond of these twins for many years. They had been the first of my personal guard to take a knee before me
            when I became queen.
         

         
         “Your queen appreciates you.” My legs would not stay still any longer and I strode toward the forest.

         
         When Briallen and Bryn moved to accompany me, the words staying them came from deep within. “No. Remain here. Watch over my daughters and my mother.” 

         
         There was a slight pause, and then the response I expected came to me on the cool morning fog. “Aye, it shall be as you say,
            my queen,” Bryn said.
         

         
         “And may the blessings of the earth be on you.” Briallen’s voice echoed eerily as the gray mist closed behind me.

         
         My steps were sure as I moved through my village. Even though that morning it was like walking in a cloud, the fog did not
            slow my steps. I knew my home so well that I could have found my way through Tasceni blindfolded. The village was the heart
            of the Iceni tribe, usually home to up to four thousand souls, though that day we were considerably fewer with so many warriors
            absent. At Beltane, when they returned, the village numbers would swell to close to ten thousand as many Iceni made the trek
            to the home of their royal family to feast and celebrate the spring festival.
         

         
         Tasceni was more than the heart of the Iceni. It was my home, my joy, my beloved domain. I knew and appreciated every part
            of it—from the grand lodge in which my daughters had been born, to the swine wallows and the herb gardens that were the pride
            of the Iceni cooks. It had been such since I’d first arrived, just turned eighteen and the new bride of their chief. I loved
            Tasceni as I had loved Prasutagus, at first sight, and the tribe had returned my affection in kind.
         

         
         I paused and breathed deeply, tasting the air. As the sluggish breeze teased from the east, smelling of mud and fish, I oriented
            myself. The village was west of the mighty river Tas, just beyond the fen and spring floodplain—though this spring the season
            had been especially wet, which was the reason the redolent odor of fish and mud seemed so close.
         

         
         Beyond the eastern bank of the Tas stretched fertile fields that were already green with thriving crops that carpeted the land all the way to the coast, which was a half day’s ride from the river. North of the fen and fields, near the joining of the river Tas and river Yare, was the Chief’s Barrow. On a clear day, if I climbed the tallest of the ancient oaks in the forest outside Tasceni I could see the large, rocky hillock, surrounded by half a dozen smaller barrows. Inside the Chief’s Barrow, my husband, his favorite stallion, and a generous offering of goods, weapons, and ornaments had been entombed on a rainy day three months ago. With him was his wide chief’s torque of braided gold, unique in how the jeweler had stamped it with charging boars and ended it with two circles of their golden tusks. 

         
         In the weeks since his death I had often wished I were still a girl so that I might climb an ancient oak and seek the comfort
            of the sight of the barrow. But I was not a girl. I was a queen who had left her tree climbing behind in Brigantes when she’d
            married Prasutagus.
         

         
         I had not visited the barrow since the day they’d walled his body within the tomb. Others, including my mother, went often,
            leaving offerings tucked into the rocks and crags of the large hillock. But not me. I could not.
         

         
         I was surprised that my feet immediately led me to the west, away from the scents of mud and fish. A sow, one of the many
            pigs that wandered the village like ill-tempered dogs, snorted unenthusiastically at me. I smiled as she gave me a view of
            her fat rear end and a small, curled tail wagging before she disappeared back into the gray.
         

         
         Within just a few strides, the delicious aromas of bread and the fish stew the tribe baked in rounded stone bowls swirled
            to me with the mist. I knew to turn right and then left again, winding my way through the kitchens and the clay pits that
            cooked much of the tribe’s food. I heard the musical sound of women’s voices and caught glimpses of fires, like flickering
            specters in the mist, as the cooks were already hard at work preparing for tomorrow’s Beltane feast and today’s soon-to-be-waking
            tribe.
         

         
         The scent of goat overpowered the baking, and I slowed to pick my way around pens filled with sleepy animals. Gossiping chickens
            added their music to the occasional lazy bleat as I moved quietly past them.
         

         
         In the distance the low of a cow sounded eerily from the mist. The cattle were kept north of the tribe, at the edge of the
            forest. Again, I used sound to alter my course.
         

         
         Familiar smells of sweet mash and warm flesh told me I neared the group of sturdy log buildings where I’d spent countless days—the tribe’s elaborate stables, which were currently more than half empty. A favorite aspect of the brief spring games with Tribe Trinovantes was the trading and breeding of horses. I felt a pang of regret that I wouldn’t be there with them, but the regret passed quickly. The Druids were deeply woven into the lives of the Iceni and all of the Briton tribes, and it was a special honor to host the high Druid, Derwyn. It would insult him if Iceni’s queen was not here to greet him, especially as this was the first time he had visited Tasceni since the entombing of Prasutagus. Regret gone, I breathed deeply the homey scent of horses. In my mind’s eye I could clearly see the lovingly carved doorposts dedicated to Epona that stood guardian before the stables. Automatically, I whispered a brief prayer to the horse goddess to keep the herd safe while it traveled with the warriors. 

         
         I shifted to a jog. The well-worn path that led from the stables and into the beginnings of the forest was immaculately tended
            and free of rocks and ruts. My nose wrinkled when the pungent odor of horse piss seemed to drip out of the mist, marking the
            area of the road that split, with one fork turning toward the grounds where the warriors held daily practice and drills. The
            woad fields and dyeing stations used urine collected in huge wooden steeping vats to extract the blue pigment the tribe used
            to dye their clothing.
         

         
         Then the earth beneath my leather-clad feet became hard packed and the spring scent of growing wheat told me that I was crossing
            the warriors’ practice grounds. I jogged through the familiar area until, abruptly, the earthy scent of the fields was supplanted
            by the sweetness of the tall, budding lime trees that were harbingers of the oak forest just beyond.
         

         
         The first of the ancient trees came into view as dawn finally split the fog, turning the day from gray to pale mauve and violet.
            I paused for just a moment in front of the massive tree and placed my palm against the rough bark. “Good morning, Grandmother
            Oak.” Looking up at the ancient tree, I greeted the familiar sentinel. She was fully in bloom, so that the yellowish flowers
            that dangled from her new growth made the tree appear as if she wore a maid’s Beltane headdress.
         

         
         “May the blessed sun shine upon you and warm you, old friend, and may the rain nurture you,” I whispered to the tree and as always, I was rewarded with the sense of feeling the ancient one inhale and exhale beneath my hand. I stroked the tree in parting, as if it were my favorite mare. 

         
         In the oak grove not far from the grandmother tree was an altar dedicated to Andraste, patron goddess of the Iceni. I went
            to the carved wooden image that rested atop a circular slab of sandstone held waist-high off the ground by miniature columns.
            The image of the goddess had softened with weather and the touch of adoring hands, but the strength in her face was clearly
            visible. The goddess’s features were powerful—she was strong jawed and broad shouldered. On one shoulder sat a somber-eyed
            raven. Andraste held a spear in one hand and a shield in the other. Around her feet shells and beads, wooden bowls filled
            with honey and goat’s milk, and a collection of other offerings filled the top of the flat stone. I bowed my head, kissed
            my fingers, and then touched her feet, which were wet with morning mist. “May the joy of the day be with you, mighty goddess,”
            I murmured before I bowed again and jogged away, heading deeper into the forest.
         

         
         As the fog continued to disperse and the light filtered through the boughs of the oak grove, I stopped long enough to tie
            my skirt up so that I was free to run. I increased my pace and at the same time heard my mother’s voice drifting like the
            lifting mist: Listen to the forest.
         

         
         I relaxed my upper body, allowing my arms to move smoothly, rhythmically, with my legs, and let the forest guide me.

         
         At a full run, I felt flush with energy. It seemed as if the matriarch oak had breathed power into my body. I was the swiftest of the Iceni women and was faster than most of the men. My legs were long and strong. My body was fit. Though I had never been in battle, I loved the way training and pushing myself to physical exhaustion made me feel. Warriors move with grace and confidence because they continually ask more and more of themselves. I was a peacetime queen of a prosperous tribe, but that did not mean I was weak or a coward. I fiercely shouted the Iceni war cry when I practiced hand-to-hand fighting with my guard. I stood taller than most men, something Prasutagus took great pride in—almost as great as the pride I took in myself. 

         
         I was queen of the Iceni, and the Iceni were not meek. Nor was their queen.

         
         Like a creature of the forest, I leaped over fallen boughs and ferns that curled with new growth, dodged around the gnarled
            trunks of the trees that grew increasingly close together, and sprinted through the clearings that became farther and farther
            apart. My thick braid lifted whenever I leaped, allowing the back of my neck to briefly cool.
         

         
         I didn’t slow until the distant music of a stream passing over stones came to me on the morning breeze. Though I was not winded,
            my stride shortened and I changed direction so that I headed directly toward the sound, as if the murmuring water called to
            me.
         

         
         The oaks thinned and gave way to white willows. Surprise made me stumble to a walk. White willows were sacred and only grew
            on the banks of rivers. They needed more water than a small forest stream provided.
         

         
         My well-trained eyes searched for landmarks—trees, rocks, deer paths—that should have been familiar.

         
         Nothing was familiar.

         
         I shook myself. It felt as if I had just awakened from yet another dream. I had raced through the forest without noticing
            that the mauve and violet of dawn had burned through the fog but never matured to morning-sunlight yellow. I peered overhead,
            and though the day was clear I could see no cornflower sky, but only more layers of pink and purple. Still, I was not afraid.
            The forest was as much my home as Tasceni. It had always fed, clothed, and comforted the Iceni. It was a good friend, though
            one that often kept secrets. I walked on more cautiously.
         

         
         Through the willows, the reflection of the unusual light off a small but quickly moving stream caused specks of brightness
            to obscure my vision. I blinked to clear my eyes and then my breath caught in my throat.
         

         
         A mighty hart stood before me, just outside the willow wall. His back was to me as he drank from the stream. His coat was as white as goat’s milk and glistened with colors like the inside of an oyster’s shell. His beauty stopped my breath. I made no sound, but the stag lifted his head and looked directly at me. I stared back at him in wonder. He was crowned by horns so massive I wondered how even his thick neck could carry them. The creature showed no fear but met my gaze steadily. 

         
         The hart’s eyes were as emerald green as my own and glistened as brilliantly as the pendant that lay between my breasts.

         
         There was no birdsong in the trees, and even the music of the stream was muted. The stag turned and slowly began walking along
            the edge of the water. He’d only moved a few paces when he paused and glanced back at me.
         

         
         I followed, though I did not try to move closer to the stag; instead, I walked beside him, parallel, but kept the willows
            between us. If I lagged he would pause and look back until I caught up with him.
         

         
         I lost all sense of time. The strange light remained the same, so I had no way to judge whether a moment or a day had passed,
            but it seemed soon that the stream took an abrupt curve to the right. The hart stopped and then turned to face the stream.
            I halted as well. The willows had thinned, so I could clearly see that the stag was standing in front of two rowan trees.
            They were covered with white flowers the same color as the hart’s miraculous coat and grew so close together that their uppermost
            branches intertwined to form a living arch.
         

         
         Once more the deer turned his head to look back at me. I saw a question in his eyes before he walked between the two trees
            and plunged into the crystal stream. On the far side of the stream he followed a slim path that led up and over what had become
            a steep bank and disappeared.
         

         
         Face hot and flushed with anticipation, I followed the stag and stepped between the rowan trees, striding confidently to the
            stream, planning to cross it and climb the bank after the hart. At the edge of the water I paused to glance down to pick my
            way carefully over the slick, smooth stones.
         

         
         “Are you lost, child?”

         
         The creaking voice startled me. My gaze darted up to see an old woman on the opposite side of the stream—exactly in the middle of the path the stag had just taken. The crone sat on a stump beside an elaborately carved cauldron suspended over the remains of a cold fire by a rough tripod made of boughs. Around her feet, wild hares nibbled tender grasses, tame as puppies, and in the willow behind her dozens of ravens stared silently. 

         
         I blinked rapidly and cleared my throat to find my voice. “No, Grandmother,” I said respectfully. “This is my forest. I could
            not be lost here, but you do not look familiar to me. Could it be you who is lost?”
         

         
         The old woman cackled and the ravens croaked delightedly, echoing her. “I am never lost but rarely found—and always exactly
            where I should be.”
         

         
         I shifted from foot to foot. I knew the crone was more than what she appeared to be, though how much more I was not yet sure.
         

         
         “Well, Grandmother, do you need aid?” I reached into the folds of my hunting cloak and took out the carefully wrapped food.
            “I would gladly share my lunch with you. The village of my tribe is not far from here, and we welcome visitors. Might I guide
            you there?”
         

         
         The old woman sat up straighter, her dark eyes alight with intelligence. “I do not need your aid, nor require your guidance,
            and I am well fed—but if freely given, I would accept an offering.”
         

         
         An offering . . . an offering . . . an offering . . .

         
         The crone’s words took form around me, swirling like fog, thick as the breath of the dragon.

         
         As if Mother stood before me again, I heard her voice mix with the crone’s. I give this to you freely . . . to leave as an offering . . .

         
         Realization shivered through me. The creature most closely associated with Arianell’s patron goddess, Brigantia, was the white
            hart. My body moved before I could form another thought. I splashed hastily through the stream, paying no heed to the icy
            water.
         

         
         “I have an offering to give, and I do so freely.” I took the silver chain from around my neck and held it out to the old woman.
            The lovely silver hart was suspended, swaying gently.
         

         
         “I accept your offering with gratitude. Please help me on with it, child. These old hands are not as nimble as they once were.”

         
         “Of course, Grandmother.” The crone bowed so that I could slip it over her head.

         
         There was an enormous inrushing of air, and fog blanketed us, obscuring my sight. When it cleared, the crone was gone. In
            her place stood a tall woman in the prime of her life. Her beauty was as wild and untamed as the mass of her thick hair that
            hung past her waist. It was the black of a raven’s wing and its ends were dyed the blue of the darkest, richest Iceni woad.
            Her body was tattooed in the same sapphire color in impossibly intricate knots and swirls that covered her bare, muscular
            arms and shoulders, and even decorated one side of her neck. Within the knots there were circles of hares and ravens in flight.
            In one hand the woman held a spear. The other rested on the generous curve of her waist. Her cloak was the scarlet of new
            blood, held in place by a thick golden chain. The cloak was stitched with gold and lifted in a breeze that touched nothing
            else, so that I could see the embroidery created a massive shield decorated with a charging boar that covered the entire garment
            and glittered with a life of its own.
         

         
         I knew then in whose presence I stood. This wasn’t one of the fey. It also wasn’t my mother’s patroness, Brigantia. And with
            that realization my body went hot and then cold. I dropped quickly to my knees, bowed my head, and pressed my hands together
            to stop their trembling.
         

         
         “Ah, Queen Boudicca, so you do recognize me!”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter III

         
         “Yes, mighty Andraste, I do.” I was amazed that my voice was so steady but kept my head bowed and continued to clutch my numb
            hands together.
         

         
         The goddess used the spear to tap my shoulder gently, exactly where Briallen’s spear had so recently touched me. “Rise. I
            am pleased that you answered my call.”
         

         
         I stood as the goddess sat on an oaken throne, carved in the shape of an enormous boar. “I did not have a choice!” I blurted.
            “Forgive me, goddess. I mean no disrespect.”
         

         
         Andraste’s laughter made the willow boughs flutter. “You always have a choice, Boudicca, and you need not ask forgiveness
            for speaking your mind to me. It is a good mind. A strong one, though sometimes rather stubborn, much like your husband.”
         

         
         I lifted my head and met her gaze but could not speak at all.

         
         The goddess’s expression softened. “Ah, you still mourn. You loved him well.”

         
         I nodded and blinked hard, determined not to weep before the fierce patroness of Tribe Iceni.

         
         “As did I—flaws and all.” Like the ravens filling the tree behind her, the goddess cocked her head and studied me. “I wonder,
            will you repeat his mistakes?”
         

         
         “Mistakes? Prasutagus was a great chief.”

         
         “He was,” Andraste agreed. “But even great leaders make mistakes. Our Prasutagus made one when he chose not to heed my warnings. It is a mistake he will pay for in many lifetimes to come.”
         

         
         Her harsh words made me feel dizzy with shock. “Mighty goddess, I do not understand.”

         
         “You will. You, too, will have a choice to make. Just as you did today.”

         
         “But you compelled me into the forest.”
         

         
         Andraste reached out and a golden goblet appeared in her hand. The heady smell of honeyed mead filled the space between us.
            The goddess drank deeply before replying.
         

         
         “I did compel you, but you could have closed yourself to my call. Had you pulled your furs up around your ears and gone back
            to sleep, your destiny would be a vastly different one, and so would your people’s present and future.” Andraste drank again
            and then continued. “Or you could have answered my call but turned away from the crone.”
         

         
         I shook my head. “No, I would not do that. It is not the way of the Iceni.”

         
         “You might be surprised what people will do when they put their own desires first. I sent your husband omens, one and then
            another. Still, he chose not to hear me and instead allied himself with the enemy and gave away half of his land.”
         

         
         Another jolt of shock sliced me. The goddess spoke of the treaty Prasutagus had signed with Rome, making the distant emperor,
            Nero, co-regent of the Iceni along with me should Prasutagus die before our eldest daughter knew eighteen years.
         

         
         “But he did see your omens! The hare he loosed to show him the way ran in circles before it collapsed and died.”

         
         Andraste nodded. “It did. And the raven?”

         
         “It was killed by a golden eagle directly over my husband’s head after he invoked your name!”

         
         “Indeed.”

         
         I brushed back a lock of thick hair that had pulled free of my braid. “Prasutagus said the omens were clear. That is why he
            gave his oath to Rome, making the emperor co-regent with me should he die early. Which is exactly what happened!”
         

         
         “Yes, Prasutagus’s heart was the weakest thing about him. But my omens did not foretell his death. And his question to me
            had nothing to do with his mortality. His question was whether he should bow to Rome. Look at the omens again and tell me what you see, Queen Boudicca.”
         

         
         The goddess went to the cauldron. She beckoned me to come closer. Beside Andraste, I gazed down into the cauldron, which was
            completely empty. “Look with more than your eyes.” Andraste passed her spear over the cauldron. Immediately, it filled with
            black water that began to spiral, like a mini-whirlpool. “Stare into the center of the maelstrom.”
         

         
         I peered down . . . down . . . down into the liquid. I lost all sense of my body. The goddess, the stream, even the rabbits
            and ravens disappeared as my spirit was transported to the rainy morning many months ago when the high Druid, Derwyn, had
            blessed and then presided over the ritualistic loosing of a white hare—a creature sacred to Andraste. My spirit hovered above
            the gathering as I looked down upon my powerful husband. He was so full of life that I wanted to weep, but I was there to
            serve as witness to something the goddess wanted me to see.
         

         
         Prasutagus took the small hare from Derwyn and whispered to it the question he had for his goddess Andraste, patroness of
            the Iceni. Then, as the tribe looked on, Prasutagus released the hare.
         

         
         I had been there, standing beside our young daughters on the grounds where Iceni warriors daily practiced their skills. I
            remembered that I had been close enough to the hare that I’d heard its terrible last shriek and saw the blood that had gushed
            from the little creature’s mouth after it collapsed. But as the goddess had commanded, I watched again, this time knowing
            that my husband’s question had not been about his own death, but about whether or not the Iceni should sign the treaty with
            Rome.
         

         
         The hare had rushed from the Iceni chief’s hands. It did not sprint into the nearby forest, or even return to the hutch where
            she and the rest of the sacred hares had been born and lovingly raised. The creature ran hysterically in one, two, three circles
            around Prasutagus before dying.
         

         
         From above the scene my gaze went to my husband. That day no one, including me, had been watching him. Even the Druid was focused on the strange sight of the dead hare. But the goddess had not sent my spirit there to study the doomed hare; I watched Prasutagus. His wide shoulders slumped and he sighed. But then he lifted his chin and shook his head, as if in disagreement with someone close by. 

         
         The scene changed abruptly and the whirling cauldron water took me forward in time a fortnight. This familiar day was clear.
            I had joined Prasutagus and the other warriors on the practice grounds near the edge of the forest. I watched myself trade
            blows with Bryn and Briallen, and had just knocked Bryn off his feet when the croaking of a raven drew everyone’s attention
            upward. The huge black bird had perched in the top branch of the giant oak, the same tree I had greeted just that morning.
            Prasutagus’s spear had been raised to throw at the straw target erected in the center of the grounds. The chief had paused,
            and instead of hurling the weapon, he’d bowed deeply with a flourish and shouted.
         

         
         “Goddess Andraste! May my actions always bring glory to your divine name!”

         
         The warriors joined Prasutagus as he raised his spear to the sky and shrieked the fearsome Iceni war cry.

         
         I remembered well what happened next, so, as with the previous vision, I did not turn my gaze up with the rest of the Iceni
            when the raven took wing with the chief’s cry. I did not need to see the golden eagle that had seemed to materialize from
            the cloudless sky. I did not watch it dive and strike the raven, killing it and then dropping it at my husband’s feet.
         

         
         I observed Prasutagus instead. This time his shoulders did not slump, but his chin did lift again and his jaw set. I recognized
            the look well. I’d seen it whenever anyone pressed the chief too far and stubborn defiance filled my husband. I’d seen it
            when I’d spoken to him about my hesitation to ally with the Romans. I’d reminded him Cartimandua of the Brigantes had done
            so and had since been shunned by the other tribes. He’d said he would give the issue to Andraste, which I thought he’d done.
            Now I knew otherwise.
         

         
         A few days after the two omens sent from Andraste, Prasutagus had signed the treaty with Rome.

         
         I felt a dizzying wrench as I returned to my body and blinked away a rush of vertigo, trying desperately not to be ill.

         
         “Drink.” The goddess held the goblet for me and I swallowed the rich mead. But the liquor didn’t fog my head—instead it steadied my resolve. 

         
         “Prasutagus lied about his question to you,” I said.

         
         “Yes,” said the goddess.

         
         “He did not heed your warnings.” The words slipped past my cold lips.

         
         “He did not.”

         
         “You did not mean for him to pledge his oath to Rome.”

         
         “I did not.”

         
         I met the goddess’s gaze. Her eyes were as black as the inside of a tomb. “Did you kill him because of that?”

         
         “No. His heart stopped beating. That is what killed him.”

         
         The relief I felt made my skin tingle. “Now what?”

         
         “That is up to you, Queen Boudicca. Today the mistake your husband sowed when he pledged the Iceni to Rome will be harvested.”

         
         Ice filled my veins and I staggered back a step. “I—I must leave! I must return home!”

         
         “Must you? You have a choice to make that will shape your future as well as your tribe’s. Your destiny, my beloved Boudicca,
            and your people’s are irrevocably woven together.”
         

         
         My breath was coming fast and I could not hide the trembling in my limbs, though I fisted my hands. “I do not understand my
            choice! I must return to Tasceni and warn them about Rome.”
         

         
         Andraste’s eyes were filled with sadness. “I already warned their chief. Your husband did not heed me—just as he would not
            have heeded you had I compelled you to come to me while he lived. It is too late. You cannot stop the consequence of his choice.
            You must avoid it, survive it, or die with it.”
         

         
         “How? Make sense!” I shouted at the goddess, and then pressed my trembling hands against my mouth, terrified I had finally
            offended Andraste. But the goddess was unperturbed.
         

         
         “You have three choices. Remain here, unharmed, with me, until I tell you it is safe for you to return to Tasceni. Leave now and join today’s grim harvest. Or decide to survive the harvest, grow stronger because of it, and use it to sow new seeds that will mature into a crop of vengeance like this land has never before known.” 

         
         I wanted to ask what the harvest was that I would need vengeance for, but I couldn’t form the words. I feared I already knew
            the answer.
         

         
         “Can’t I stop it? Won’t you help me?”

         
         The goddess sighed heavily. “Your husband’s choice has been made. It cannot be unmade. And I am helping you. That is why you are here. But I will answer you truly, specifically—you may choose to remain here, in Annwn
            with me. You will be safe. You will return to Tasceni tomorrow, after the Romans have gone. If you make that choice I cannot
            see your path clearly, except that you will no longer be Iceni queen, though you will survive.”
         

         
         “The Romans threaten my people. I will not remain here!” I almost spit the words.
         

         
         “Ah, then you have two choices. You may choose to face the Romans and not submit to them.”

         
         “I am an Iceni queen. I will not submit to Rome!” My body went hot as anger roiled through my veins.

         
         Andraste remained serene. She nodded. “Yes, that would be momentarily fulfilling, though if you fail to submit, the Romans
            will kill you.”
         

         
         My mouth went so dry that I had to swallow several times before I spoke again. “I did not imagine that death in battle would
            be mine, but it is an honorable death.”
         

         
         “It is. And I shall welcome you to Annwn and my Summerlands if that is your choice. Though if you heed my words and let today
            fuel your anger instead of your demise, a great blue tide of vengeance will sweep across your world and you will ride its
            crest, leading the charge.”
         

         
         “Me? But I am the wrong queen for that! I rule in peace and prosperity. I—I am not a warrior.”

         
         The goddess grew in size. Her hair whipped around her as her cloak lifted like she was in the middle of a raging windstorm.
            Her eyes flashed dark fire and her voice became terrible. “Not a warrior? I whispered your name to your father the night you
            were born. Victory! I compelled you here to be my vengeance! Do you doubt my wisdom?”
         

         
         I dropped to my knees, though I did not bow my head. I could not look away from the fierce beauty of Andraste. “Never!” I
            pressed my fist over my heart. “Not even with my last breath will I doubt you.”
         

         
         “Then make your choice!”

         
         With three words I changed the course of the world. “I choose vengeance.”

         
         The goddess did not alter her terrible war visage. She pointed her mighty spear at the cauldron and in a voice that shook
            the trees around us said, “Then rise and take from the cauldron my gift, though you must not wear it yet. You will know the
            time and the place. Listen with your heart and see with your mind.”
         

         
         On unsteady legs I stood and went to the cauldron. The swirling water had disappeared to reveal a golden chief’s torque resting
            against the iron bottom, where it glistened with an otherworldly light. I reached down and took the torque. It was thick,
            twisted gold—open ended, as are all torques, so that it could be fitted around a chief or queen’s neck—and it was stamped
            with charging boars completed by circled, golden tusks. I gasped with recognition and my gaze met the goddess’s.
         

         
         “This is my husband’s torque.” I would eternally recognize the sign of my husband’s rank. I had never seen him without it.
            He had even worn it when we entombed him in the Chief’s Barrow three months earlier.
         

         
         “And now it is yours—a gift from the goddess of war to Victory. Keep it close until the time is right to reveal it to all.”

         
         My hand was steady as I slipped the torque inside the satchel still slung over my shoulder.

         
         Andraste raised her spear and brought the butt of it down, striking the ground thrice with such blows that the earth trembled.
            Immediately the white hart returned, standing on the bank behind us. The goddess inclined her head slightly to him.
         

         
         “Deliver my gratitude to my sister Brigantia for allowing me to borrow you today. To show my appreciation I return this offering to your goddess, whose beloved Arianell has treasured it for many years.” Around the hart’s neck the silver pendant appeared, with his likeness glinting against the moonlight white of his chest. Then she placed her hands on my face and cupped my cheeks as gently as a mother would her newborn. 

         
         “For the pain you will feel today, I am truly sorry. Know that I grieve with you and that with you I shall also blaze with
            vengeance. Do not forget that I will be beside you every moment. You will be a queen of my forging, and the fire from which
            you shall be birthed will be lit today. From this day forth I will hear your voice, my Victory—on that I give you my oath.”
            Then the goddess kissed me gently, first on the forehead, then on both cheeks, and finally on my lips, exactly as my mother
            had earlier that day, saying, “May the blessing of light be upon you. May the blessing of rain be upon you. May the blessings
            of earth be upon you, and—someday in the not-too-distant future—may the joy of the day be with you again.” Andraste stepped
            back and lifted her spear. She struck it against the earth thrice again and her voice rang in my ears. “Now, my Victory, run!”
         

         
         The stag rushed past us and leaped across the stream. On the far bank he paused and gazed questioningly at me as he had before.

         
         I turned to say goodbye to Andraste, but the goddess, the cauldron, the hares, the ravens, and the throne were all gone. All
            that was left was the heaviness of the torque in my satchel and the despair that had already begun to live in my heart.
         

         
         Run!

         
         Andraste’s voice filled my mind and I did as my goddess commanded. I ran through the stream to join the stag. Together the
            hart and I raced through the mauve-and-violet-tinted forest that was as silent as the barrow in which my husband’s body rested.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter IV

         
         I could not tell how much time had passed. None of the forest I raced through was familiar and the strange light did not give
            way to the sun. I only knew that I did not tire and had no trouble keeping up with the stag.
         

         
         Eventually, he began to slow from run to trot, and then the stag broke stride completely and walked, picking through a grove
            of oaks so ancient that their bottommost limbs brushed the fern-covered ground.
         

         
         I did not gaze around the forest. I felt no inquisitiveness about the Otherworld we call Annwn. Dread and purpose filled me
            and left no room for peaceful curiosity. I did find comfort in the solid presence of the hart. He walked so close beside me
            that I could feel the warmth of his body and smell the sweetness of his breath. It made me feel close to my mother, especially
            when the odd light caused the emerald eye of the pendant he wore around his muscular neck to flash.
         

         
         Finally the creature halted. He lifted his muzzle, gesturing ahead of us, and I recognized something. Even in the mauve and
            violet light there was no doubt that we were standing before the ancient grandmother oak that grew just beyond Andraste’s
            altar and marked the edge of Tasceni.
         

         
         The stag took a step back and, again, gestured with his muzzle.

         
         Before I turned from my companion I reached out slowly, allowing him time to move away should he so desire. He held very still
            as I pressed my palm against his forehead and stroked him gently. His coat was soft as water and through my hand I could feel
            the power that radiated from him.
         

         
         “Thank you. I do not fully know what is to come today, but if you could, please be close to my mother. She has faithfully
            served your goddess, Brigantia, her whole life.”
         

         
         The stag lifted his muzzle and blew his warm breath gently against my cheek before whirling and, with his tail up, fleeing back into the Otherworld forest of Annwn. 

         
         I drew a deep, steadying breath before I stepped from Annwn to the mortal realm.

         
         Tasceni was still fogbound, though the pastels of morning were beginning to filter down from above. I ran. As I did I marveled
            at how little time had passed since I’d left the village. It had seemed as if I’d spent the day in Annwn in the presence of
            the goddess, but in the mortal realm it was as if I’d just left the village and entered the forest, changed my mind, and returned.
         

         
         I was glad of the fog. It hid my bloodless face and stricken, terrified expression. Faster! Move faster! I gulped air, felt as if my legs would fail, and wished for the mighty hart in whose presence I had the stamina of an immortal.
         

         
         Finally! My lodge materialized through the fog and I stumbled to a halt. Bent at the waist, I pressed a hand to my side to
            stop the pain there as I panted and struggled to regain my breath.
         

         
         “Herself?” Bryn’s deep voice called the question from the raised entrance to the royal lodge.

         
         “Queen Boudicca!” Briallen leaped down the wooden stairs to me. “Are you injured?”

         
         I shook my head and sucked in air. “No! I—I was in Annwn.” I spoke between gasps. “With Andraste.” Briallen paused at my pronouncement,
            clearly not sure what to do. I wiped my sleeve across my sweating face and straightened. “The goddess warns that the Romans—”
         

         
         An ominous, metallic clanking cut off my words. Frowning and confused, I peered past the lodge in the direction of the sounds, which came from the narrow path that snaked from the boggy fens to the rear entrance to the village. The dirt road was mostly used by the tribe’s fishermen, and the echoing sound was so foreign, so out of place, that even the two faithful members of my guard were, at first, more curious than alarmed. Then shapes emerged from the shrouding fog; the foremost of them was on horseback. Behind him more men appeared. They marched in a neat two-column formation. Above them they carried a standard displaying an eagle made of gold. On its breast was carved IX.
         

         
         Briallen stepped in front of me as her brother took a defensive stance before the closed oak doors of the lodge.

         
         “Ninth Legion! Halt!”

         
         I recognized the man riding at the head of the soldiers as soon as he spoke. His nasal voice was unmistakable. I remembered
            all too well how Prasutagus and I had made fun of Nero’s tax collector, the diminutive procurator Catus Decianus. He had been
            a full head shorter than me and his arrogance had been fodder for our humor. He had represented the Roman emperor the day
            the chief of the Iceni mistakenly signed half of our tribe away to the Romans.
         

         
         Decianus glanced at Briallen. “You there! Servant! Wake your chief! Tell him Rome is at his door.” As with most Roman officials
            who spent time with the tribes, he spoke our language, though his accent was heavy, turning the fluidity of our words cumbersome
            and stilted.
         

         
         I lifted my chin, stepped around Briallen, and answered him in the Latin all born to the royal houses of the tribes had learned
            as more and more Romans infested our country. “I am Boudicca, wife to the Iceni chief, Prasutagus.”
         

         
         The Roman looked down his straight nose at me. “You?” He barked a quick laugh and shrugged. “Each man has his own tastes,
            to be sure, but I shall never understand the desires of barbarians. No matter. Wake your husband. Rome has business with him.”
         

         
         “Prasutagus has been dead three full cycles of the moon,” I said. “He cannot be waked.”

         
         Decianus cocked his head as he studied me. One short, thick finger pointed at my delicate golden torque. “I remember when last I saw your husband he wore something much like that cuff about your neck. It has been explained to me that it is the symbol of rank by you Brittani.” He pronounced the word as if it tasted foul. “Perhaps you might explain why a woman would wear such a symbol.”
         

         
         I straightened my spine so that I stood tall and proud as I met his gaze. “I wear the symbol of chief because my husband named
            me his heir. Our people supported his naming. The Druids consecrated my coronation. I am Boudicca, queen of the Iceni. This
            torque reflects my rank.”
         

         
         Decianus said nothing for several long moments. When he finally spoke, his voice was scornful. “And I thought Paulinus jested
            when he told me Prasutagus had been replaced by a woman. I should have known better than to bet against that wily bastard.
            Now I owe him a purse full of golden denarii.” The tax collector’s gaze slowly traveled from my mud-splattered skirts up to
            my disheveled hair. Then he threw back his head and laughed so long and so heartily that several of the soldiers nearest laughed
            as well. When he was able to control his mirth, he continued. “Well then, Queen Boudicca. It is to you I shall speak.”
         

         
         I maintained my calm and replied as if he had not just mocked and insulted me. “Very well. I require you remain here so that
            I might ready myself and my lodge for such an”—I paused, but not long enough for Decianus to take offense—“honor as your visit.”
         

         
         “Of course. Of course. Take your time. We did come unannounced. The centuria and I shall await your pleasure, Your Majesty.” The tax collector chuckled.
         

         
         With Briallen on my heels, I nodded briefly in acknowledgment of Decianus’s response before I swept past the Romans and hurried
            up the wide wooden stairway to the lodge. “A centuria,” I whispered urgently to Briallen. “How many is that?”
         

         
         “No more than two hundred soldiers. No less than thirty,” Briallen said as she followed me inside. Her warrior brother remained
            firmly planted before the door.
         

         
         “And how many of our warriors remained here instead of going to the spring games?”

         
         “Countin’ my brother and me—mayhap two dozen. Likely less,” Briallen said.

         
         My stomach heaved. We were defenseless. “Get our people out of here and into the forest. Now.”

         
         Arianell had dressed and was at her usual place before the hearthfire. My two daughters looked up as I entered, grinning sleepily
            at me.
         

         
         “Mama! Enfys said I cannot have strawberries with my cream today. Tell her I can!” Ceri, who had known ten namedays, fisted
            her small hands at her waist and glared at her sister, who was three years her senior—and never let her forget it.
         

         
         “I was just kidding! Don’t be a baby who runs to—”

         
         “The Romans are in the village.” I cut off my daughters’ bickering as soon as Briallen closed the thick wooden doors behind
            us. Quickly I slid the satchel that held Andraste’s precious gift over my head and hid it behind one of the tapestries that
            covered the wall from floor to ceiling.
         

         
         “Oh, goddess! What do they want?” Arianell stood so abruptly that she stumbled into Dafina, who had moved to stand beside
            her mistress.
         

         
         “Nothing good. Andraste warned me they were here. Mother, Dafina—get the girls out through the rear door.” As I spoke, I hurried
            toward my bedchamber. Phaedra was standing just outside the thick deer-pelt curtain that served as the door, eyes wide, wringing
            her hands. “I’ve stalled them, but they will not wait long. Get out now. Warn every villager you can. Tell them to leave immediately—fade
            into the forest—meet at the Chief’s Barrow. The Romans are loath to trespass there.” Romans did not desecrate graves. They
            knew the barrows were where we buried our dead, a place specially protected by our gods and goddesses, and thus they avoided
            them.
         

         
         I turned at the entrance to my chamber. “Briallen, go with my daughters. Protect them. Phaedra, help me change and put out
            our second-best mead. Then follow the girls to the forest.”
         

         
         Briallen frowned but nodded in acknowledgment of my command. “Come, Arianell, bairns, let us go with haste as Herself—”

         
         The double wooden doors to the lodge burst open. Skewered by a Roman pilum, Bryn’s still-twitching body fell inside. Decianus stepped over him and spoke with a sneer. “I
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