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“A mighty race of hunters once roamed our woods, but an evil goddess wiped them out. Tired from her gruesome work, the goddess is sleeping. If you ever rouse her, she won’t rest until she brings doom to mankind.” 

A Celtic legend. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






PART ONE – SUMMER OF 14 AD
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CHAPTER ONE
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Rawena didn’t know about the invasion. She sang to the chirping of sparrows as she left her town to mine opals and amber. Although she only wore a linen underdress, the midday sun made her sweat, so she jumped off the stone path into the shade of the woods. Her hammer, pick, and wedge rattled in her shoulder bag as she landed. Dead leaves crunched under her bare feet. 

She followed the fringe of a ravine where ferns and grass sprouted among mossy boulders. Pines, spruces, oaks, and beech trees towered above her, and tiny yellow wildflowers grew everywhere she looked. Their smell reminded her of honey and made her skip with joy. Then a raven croaked three times from a treetop above her.

Rawena’s violet eyes filled with dread, for she knew it was a bad omen. As she rushed forward, she recalled seeing rats scurry through her dreams last night. She would have to ask the druidess if that also meant an impending disaster. 

Anxiety made her chew her tongue until it bled. The apprehension and the taste of blood followed her to a wide merchant road. She was about to cross the road and walk on to the quarry when the sound of male voices stopped her in her tracks. 

Rawena ducked and peered through the bushes. The thick foliage blocked her view of the men, who had stopped on the crossroads as if to discuss whether to turn for her town or continue north along the merchant road. Although she couldn’t make out the words, she realized the intonation wasn’t that of her tribe. 

The merchant road ran from the North Sea down to the Roman Empire, with Rawena’s town standing roughly half-way. She assumed the men were southern merchants, who spoke a dialect of Gaulish or some other Celtic language she largely comprehended. When she listened closely, though, she realized she didn’t understand a word. Their language wasn’t the harmonious Greek or Latin she occasionally heard on the road. Harsh and guttural, it could only be Germanic.  

She froze when she realized what it meant. 

For four centuries, this land had belonged to the Celtic tribes of the Boii. The Romans even called it Boiohaemum, or Bohemia, the home of the Boii, but many Celts had returned to their native Gaul, yielding to the pressure of the Marcomanni, Quadi, Hermunduri, and other Germanic tribes that encircled the land. Rawena’s tribe was one of the few that remained. 

Eight years ago, a group of twenty traders, including Rawena’s father, had failed to return from a trading expedition. It was rumored they had fallen victim to the Marcomanni that had invaded the east of Bohemia. 

The Marcomanni had threatened to take over the entire land for years. And now they were here in the northwest. 

The voices quieted, and the pounding of hoofs reached her ears and matched the thudding of her heart. The men were getting closer. They hadn’t turned for her town, but they could spot her at any moment. 

Rawena’s instincts screamed at her to run home. Instead, she lay flat behind a raspberry bush that sprawled between her and the merchant road. Fright clenched her soul when the cavalry came into sight. The sun glistened on their helmets and breastplates; swords dangled from their belts. The earth shuddered under the hoofs of their giant warhorses. 

The beasts snorted when they caught her scent, and Rawena wished she could burrow under the ground like a rainworm. Although she feared the men would spot her checkered underdress, they rode by without glancing her way. 

As their figures diminished, her thoughts and worries flew to her beloved Garux, who was hunting in the northern woods. Her guts twisted when she imagined what the soldiers would do to him if he crossed their path. She grabbed a lock of her auburn hair and pulled it in despair. 

“My lover, please be safe,” she whispered as if Garux were beside her. 

The thud of hoofs faded. Hundreds of men marched behind the cavalry, armed with spears, maces, swords, and bows. Fresh scars crisscrossed their skin, and gore stained their short tunics: they must have massacred a Celtic tribe in the south. Were they going to hide in the woods and march onto her town tonight? 

Five or six bullocks passed her, dragging large wagons. More infantrymen brought up the rear, some of them with guard dogs. The dogs pulled on their leashes to sniff around the raspberry bush. One of them stuck its nose among the prickly twigs, so close to her she heard it pant. She clawed at her forearm, scratching off old scabs in her fright and making herself bleed. 

Rawena’s head spun with relief when the men yanked on the dogs’ leashes and made them walk on, as they probably thought the dogs had sniffed a hare. When they disappeared behind a bend, she rose and crept out onto the road, wondering whether she should follow them or run home and raise the alarm. 

Would her tribespeople take her seriously, though? She knew that everyone thought she was strange . . . or mad.

She decided to look for Garux and warn him, when the ominous shing of swords being drawn hacked into her spine. She turned around, her heart fluttering, and found herself face to face with three Marcomannic stragglers. They leered at her and licked their lips. 

“Please, leave me alone,” Rawena begged, although she knew they wouldn’t understand her. 

One of them spoke in that guttural language, and the others grinned. They stepped toward her. 

A long dagger hung from her belt, but she knew they would kill her as soon as she reached for it. She swung her shoulder bag and threw it at the nearest man. As he grunted and cursed, she turned and ran.  

* * *
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RAWENA DASHED ACROSS the road and into the woods. The men’s footsteps crunched behind her. 

She slid down a grassy slope that led to a creek. Her town was upstream, but she ran the other way so as not to lead the enemy to her doorstep. She crossed the creek, hoping the men’s boots would get drenched and slow them. 

As she rushed on along the muddy bank, Rawena glanced over her shoulder. The soldiers had crossed to her side of the creek, but their boots sank into the mud, and they fell back. Still, she ran as fast as she could, propelled by fear of what they would do to her if they caught her. They would probably kill her, but first... 

Her mind screeched with memories of the night when she was about five and her uncle had lain on top of her and pressed his hand over her mouth. Mother had pulled him off at the last moment, and the druidess had condemned him to a burning death, but Rawena still avoided men, and her strange ways made them avoid her. Although she had a lean body, a stunning mane of wild auburn hair, and large eyes that looked like a pair of agates, she was still a virgin in her late twenties. 

Garux was the only man she would give her purity. The soldiers could soon finish Uncle’s filthy work, though, and she might never see Garux again.   

The men chased her far beyond her tribe’s territory, into woods she had never explored. She ran until sweat gushed into her eyes, her calves throbbed, and her lungs burned. The men pursued her like three wolves. 

As she plowed through thorny undergrowth, a putrid stench scurried up her nostrils and brought sickness to her stomach. When she crashed out of the undergrowth and glanced at the creek, Rawena gasped: the water had turned yellow. 

Filthy fog wallowed along the banks, shrouding dead bushes. Fallen, decaying trees stretched their leafless branches up toward her as if they wanted to coil around her legs and trip her. Yellowish steam rose from the creek in the leprous air. A waterfall hissed ahead. 

Rawena paused, her eyes darting through the fog for a way to run, and the men gained on her. Dead branches snapped under their feet just behind her. Despair drove her into the creek and toward the edge of the waterfall. She hoped the filthy water would discourage them from pursuing her.

The claws of a current grabbed her by her ankles and swept her down the waterfall. She swallowed putrid water, and she retched and vomited when she poked her head above the surface. Her head spun; her stomach felt on fire. 

The current dragged her away from the waterfall. She struggled against it, but it kept forcing her forward like an invisible ghoul. When she already thought she would drown, the current ceased, and her feet found the bottom. 

Rawena stood waist-deep in yellowish sludge. The creek and the woods had disappeared, and the swamp sprawled as far as she could see through masses of filthy steam that wallowed around her. 

Although she would expect to hear the buzzing of flies, only the hiss of the faraway waterfall broke the silence. No breeze glided over her wet clothes; not a sunray rushed to dry her hair. It was as if only fog thrived in this dreadful realm. 

The men hadn’t followed her here, but as the fear of their swords faded, the dread of the supernatural scurried into her mind. A wave of panic made her scream. 

Her voice rolled through the stench of the swamp. Something splashed in the sludge, and a light smudge moved toward her. Rawena screamed again. As she waded back toward the waterfall, she spotted a boulder. She scaled it, sat on its flat top, and peered down. 

To her relief, the thing she had seen was just a white rat with a golden spot on the top of its head. The rat swam to the boulder and climbed it. 

Rawena cringed and shifted to the edge of the boulder, as far from the rat as she could. The rat shook off the drops of the slough... and turned into a woman with white skin and short, golden hair.

Rawena wanted to slide off, but astonishment glued her to the boulder. When the rat-woman squatted, sludge ran down her bare body and pooled at her large feet. Her arms were as long as her legs; her beady black eyes were set far apart. A cleft in the middle of her upper lip revealed a pair of big yellow teeth. Her nose was long and pointed. 

She leaned toward Rawena and sniffed, making Rawena recoil. The woman raised her hand to scratch her small ear, and Rawena noticed she had only four fingers, armed with nails that resembled daggers. 

The woman opened her mouth and made a series of high-pitched cries. To her surprise, Rawena understood them, as if magic had turned the chittering into Gaulish. She was sure the woman had said, “What was all that screaming about?” 

Fear squeezed Rawena’s throat, and she didn’t answer. Her tribe’s legends teemed with supernatural beings that assumed the form of animals, but few were benevolent. 

The rat-woman yawned and rubbed her eyes. She squeaked and chittered, and again, Rawena understood: “I slept for a long time. Perhaps, if you didn’t scream, I would never wake up, so I guess I should thank you, darling.” She giggled and added, “So, thank you, darling!”

Although the woman seemed friendly, Rawena couldn’t banish her fear.

“Who . . . who are you?” she asked. 

The woman scratched her nose and said, “My name is Pandemia.” 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Rawena thought she had heard the name Pandemia before. It filled her with a vague alarm, like the memory of a nightmare. 

“But—but what are you?” Rawena stammered. 

“I’m the goddess of pestilence, the queen of rats and rodents.” Pandemia touched her golden hair as if it were a crown. She pressed the palms of her hands against the boulder and leaned closer to Rawena. 

In horror, Rawena tried to get up, but her legs had gone numb. 

“Do you think I’m pretty?” Pandemia asked. 

Bewildered, Rawena nodded. 

Pandemia giggled and clapped her hands. “A queen has to be! I think you are very pretty, too, darling, with that mane of auburn hair and large, violet eyes.” 

Pandemia sniffed and scratched her cheek. “There were very few humans like you when I was younger. Most of the people who lived in the woods outside were short and stout. They had sloping foreheads and large, wide noses and no chins, and they were quite ugly. Fortunately, the disease of the swamp killed them off. I thought the disease would annihilate your kind as well. Obviously, I was wrong.”

Fear turned Rawena’s bowels liquid. What was that horrid creature talking about? She felt as if something crawled up her thighs. When she looked down, she screeched in terror, for her legs had swollen to twice their size. Her feet and toes resembled flattened udders, and her toenails had turned black. 

Rawena pulled at her hair in despair. Tears gushed out of her eyes and made two ruts in the mud on her cheeks when she realized that the swamp would murder her. 

While many Celts saw the passage from life to death as a journey to a new existence, the thought of dying petrified her. The Otherworld was the home of monsters; the fear of entering that realm rammed into the fragile pillars of her sanity. 

“Oh, please save me!” Rawena cried, grabbing Pandemia by her four-fingered hands. “Please don’t let me die. I’m so scared. Oh, please, no!” 

Pandemia outstretched her other hand and stroked Rawena’s hair, and Rawena shuddered with repulsion.   

“So pretty you are, darling,” Pandemia said, her eyes clouding with sadness. “You’re even prettier than I am, although I prefer my legs to yours. It’s a shame the pustules will soon cover your whole body.” 

Rawena couldn’t speak for tears. She would never leave this horrid place and see Garux again. They would never get married and live in a small cabin deep in the woods as she had envisioned. Her dreams would perish in the swamp. 

Pandemia took Rawena’s hand and scrutinized her five fingers with curiosity. Then she giggled and shook her head. “I suppose I owe you a favor for waking me from that long, long sleep, darling. Do you think I should let you live?” 

“Yes, yes!” Rawena lifted her head and blinked the tears out of her eyes. “But how?”

Pandemia scratched her nose. “I could turn the waterfall from purulent to cleansing.” She nodded toward the hiss of the falling sludge. “And I could let it wash away the disease of the swamp. But I am very curious about your kind, and I can’t just free the first human who stumbled into my realm in ages.”

Pandemia tilted her head and bored her eyes into Rawena’s. 

Rawena knew she was waiting for her to speak, and she rummaged through her reeling mind for something to say. She let go of Pandemia’s hands and scratched her left forearm, making it bleed again. Her blood blended with the sludge and fell on her swollen knee. She gasped when she saw that pustules had sprung up all over her legs. Some of them burst and oozed yellowish puss as if her skin released the sludge it had absorbed. 

The tension of the moment made Rawena tremble. How could she persuade the rat-woman to let her survive? 

At last, she got it: what if she promised to bring someone instead of her to the swamp? 

Pandemia squealed with laughter. “You humans are so predictable!” she exclaimed as if she had read Rawena’s thoughts. “I knew you would think that, I swear I did! Well, it is acceptable, provided that you are serious—and that you do it tonight.” 

Rawena’s heart tolled with hope for survival. Who could she bring to the swamp, though? She would love to give Pandemia one of the soldiers who had chased her, and she would gladly bring the whole Marcomannic army. But how could she ever find them and lure them here? 

She hated the idea of bringing someone from her town. Although most of the six hundred tribespeople ostracized her, Rawena didn’t want them to come to harm. What was Pandemia planning to do with the person, anyway? 

Pandemia looked toward a shadowed region of the swamp and said, “I’ll go on a journey, darling. And what I see along the way will decide that person’s fate . . . and the fate of all humanity.” 

* * *
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THE MAGIC WATERFALL healed Rawena’s skin and reduced the swelling, but the horrors of the swamp still blistered her mind as she followed the creek back home. 

The fog dissipated, and the sun warmed her body. The forest became lush again, and jaybirds sang to her from the treetops. Grasshoppers leaped away as she walked, and butterflies fluttered around wildflowers. As the sun began to descend, she entered her tribe’s hunting territory and walked through woods where she felt more at home than in her town. Still, the world seemed an ugly place that brimmed with venomous swamps and dreadful creatures. 

The stench of the sludge still clung to Rawena’s skin and made her feel filthy. When she reached a place where the creek pooled in a deep basin, she decided to take a bath. She would banish the stench and clear her mind. And she could even seduce Garux with her naked body.  

Garux would soon return from his hunting expedition, and he always bathed here on hot afternoons. She had to make him hers at last, and give him her virginity if necessary, for she needed his help with Pandemia. 

Rawena knew she wouldn’t have the mental strength to lead a fellow tribesperson to possible death. Garux might help her hunt down a Marcomannic scout, though, and drag him to the swamp. 

Slanted sunrays fell on the basin, and the pebbles and twigs at its bottom formed a sharp, clear mosaic. A trout darted behind a stone. A frog croaked. 

Rawena took off her underdress, hung it over a branch of a thicket, and carefully stepped over the slippery stones into the basin. She clenched her teeth when the frigid stream of mountain water embraced her calves. Once the water reached her waist, she plunged and rubbed her hair and skin until they felt clean. 

The chill made the veins on her hands and feet contract and hurt. Numbness crawled up her limbs and gnawed its way toward her bones, but she was determined to stay in the water until Garux came, even if she got ill. 

“See how much I suffer for you, my love?” she said, as if he were already there. “You will protect me, won’t you? I’m so scared! Only you can help me!” 

Garux was kind, gentle, and caring, unlike most other tribesmen, whom she found loud, filthy, and brutish. Despite that, he was fearless in practice fights, the perfect man for her, and for all her trouble. 

He was three or four years younger, just like her sister Arvasia. While Rawena had ignored him when they were children, she later noticed that the scrawny boy and spotted adolescent grew into a handsome man. 

Her mild interest had exploded in a raging obsession. She followed Garux whenever she had a chance, and she would sneak out of her house at night to peek through his window and watch him sleep. To her dismay, he often spoke and joked with Arvasia while he seemed uneasy around Rawena. She made everyone feel awkward, for reasons she couldn’t fathom, but since Garux always smiled at her and never called her crazy, Rawena took his unease for amorous bashfulness.  

A twig snapped over the hum of the creek and made her twitch. 

“Garux,” she whispered. 

A man emerged from the foliage. It was him. He wore nothing but red and blue checkered braies that encircled his waist and hung to his knees. With his fair hair sprawling over his wide shoulders and muscular chest, and his strong hand grasping a spear, he looked like the warrior god Lugus. The sun had painted his nose red, and his beard was still ridiculously thin, but she found even that appealing. 

Garux was so surprised at seeing her that he dropped the fox he’d killed. The spear slid through the fingers of his other hand and fell to the grass. He turned to leave, but then his eyes landed on her small but firm breasts, and he seemed to freeze in the summer heat. 

The hungry look in his eyes seared her body with an unknown flame. It made her remember that, as they were growing up, she had often caught him staring at her changing body with curiosity. 

“You always loved me, didn’t you, my future husband?” she called at him. 

Garux gasped as if she had smacked his face with a trout, and Rawena dug her fingernails into her forearm. She remembered Mother telling her that talk of love and marriage could spook even the bravest men. 

“The water is wonderful, Garux!” She changed her tactics. “Didn’t you come to take a dip?”

Garux blushed and rubbed the nape of his neck. Although he tried not to stare at her breasts and erect nipples, his eyes always alighted there before taking off again like a pair of fidgety sparrows. 

“Are you a coward, Garux?” she called, knowing that an accusation of spinelessness would whip every Celtic man to action. 

“Coward? N-no!” He lifted his foot to step closer. Then he put it back down and turned his head as if he had heard something. 

A bright, female voice came from the woods. “Garux? Are you there, my love?” 

Rawena scowled when she recognized the voice of her sister. What did Arvasia want in here? And why would she call him “my love”?

Garux blushed and looked around as though he wanted to find a place to hide. 

Arvasia stepped out of the bushes, beaming, but she raised her eyebrows at his uneasiness. When she saw Rawena, her eyes opened wide with shock and surprise. 

Rawena said, “Leave us alone, Arvasia.” 

Garux only blushed and gawked, looking like a sunburned simpleton. 

Arvasia stared first at him and then at Rawena. She parted her lips to speak, but then she clasped her hand over her mouth, turned around, and ran back into the forest. 

“Arvasia, wait!” he exclaimed, turning to go after her. 

“Come back, Garux,” Rawena called, her voice brimming with despair. 

He plunged into the forest without giving her another glance. 

Tears gushed from Rawena’s eyes and burned her frigid cheeks. At last, she accepted the truth she had been blocking out since her obsession with Garux had begun: Garux and Arvasia were lovers. 

“No!” Rawena screeched as she slammed her hands into the water, making it splash and ripple. 

So her little sister had stolen the man Rawena loved. But how? How could it be? 

The sisters looked different from other Celtic girls, who mostly had fair hair and green or blue eyes. But while Arvasia had black hair and dark eyes after their late grandmother, an emancipated Grecian slave, Rawena’s hair was auburn and her eyes were violet. 

Rawena thought she was prettier than Arvasia. Her lean, naked body was ready to accept Garux, and yet he had turned away from her. He would never be hers; he would never help her fulfill the promise she had given Pandemia. 

Rawena looked down at the water surface. Wouldn’t it be better to escape the rat-goddess and punish Garux and Arvasia by drowning herself? She smiled when she imagined Garux pulling her bloated body out of the basin, tears of remorse pouring out of his eyes.

Would he care, though? What if he laughed at Rawena’s madness? What if Arvasia rejoiced that her rival was dead? 

Those thoughts made Rawena scream with fury. Before her screams faded, she knew who she would take to the swamp tonight. 
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CHAPTER THREE
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Garux dashed after Arvasia up a deer trail. He spotted her as she emerged onto the path to their town. 

“Arvasia, wait!” 

She stopped but didn’t turn to face him. 

“What’s the matter, my love?” he asked as he embraced her from behind and kissed the top of her head. 

The sun lit her hair like black gold. Arvasia had weaved wildflowers into her locks, and she was as beautiful as the most precious of them. She turned toward him, but her cheeks didn’t dimple in a smile, as they normally would. Nor did she say a word.

“I’m so happy to see you here, Arvasia,” he said. She was usually at home in the afternoons, making jewelry with the gems from the quarry. “I didn’t expect you to come.” 

“I bet you didn’t!” She squirmed out of his embrace. “And you seemed very happy to see my sister, too.”

“Happy to see your sister?” Garux said, blushing. “But—I went to take a dip, and she was there. I didn’t even . . . You believe me I ran into her by accident, don’t you?” 

She lowered her head. “Yes. But I’m mad because you looked almost scared when I came. I’m sure you had been staring at her.” 

“Staring? But—she was talking to me! Don’t the elders say it’s rude not to look at someone who’s speaking to you? What was I supposed to do?” 

Arvasia said nothing, and Garux knew his argument was as lame as an old mule. “Anyway, what are you doing here?” he asked, eager to change the topic. “Is everything all right at home?” 

She crossed her arms. “I finished earlier, so I came to look for you to take you to our meadow. But now I’m not sure if I still want to.” 

“Our meadow? That’s a great idea, my love! That way we can make . . . peace.” 

She frowned. “Haven’t you had enough excitement for one day?” 

“That’s not just, Arvasia!” Garux said, feeling her jealousy was making her obstinate. “Why do you keep blaming me for running into your naked sister?” 

She said nothing, but after a moment, she took his hand and led him up the path, away from the town. She still pouted, though, and Garux knew she would bring this incident up anytime they argued. Fortunately, they rarely did. 

Having neared the merchant road, they left the path and walked through the woods to a small clearing. As they sat in the soft grass, the sun winked at them through the twig of a pine tree that moved in a light breeze. Small, white clouds ambled over the blue sky, and birds chirped everywhere. The scent of pines and wildflowers was strong enough to make them tipsy. 

Arvasia embraced her shins and put her chin on her knees. She looked so lovely and vulnerable with the flowers in her hair and the sadness in her eyes that Garux felt he would die to make her happy.  

He thought of the time they had discovered this meadow, about two years ago, and of their little “house” they had made as kids from sticks behind the longhouse, and he couldn’t imagine his future with anyone but her. Although her jealousy had upset him, it also confirmed that she loved him. And he longed to prove that he loved her. 

“Do you remember how we used to play at being husband and wife?” he asked. 

Arvasia nodded. “You invented the game to have an excuse to peek at my fufu.” 

“Peek at your fufu? But—the game was your idea. I wanted to play bears and hunters!”

Arvasia sighed. “I’m sorry, Garux. I’m still . . . So what about that game?” She raised her head. “What are you trying to say?”

“Well . . .” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Maybe we could, perhaps, get really married, no?” 

She bored her eyes into his. “Are you serious?” 

“Yes!” he said, thinking it was the best idea he’d ever had. 

“And, ‘maybe we could, perhaps, get really married, no’ is your way of proposing?” 

He blushed and grinned. 

She gave him a quizzing look. “You’re not saying that because you feel guilty, are you?” 

“Of course not! Besides, I have nothing to feel guilty about.” He was getting annoyed. “Let’s forget it.” 

Arvasia smiled and threw herself into his arms so forcibly they tumbled to the ground. They laughed and kissed. 

“Is this your way of saying ‘yes’, Arvasia?” 

“Yes.” She laughed. “Yes!” 

Garux fought for breath when she kissed and bit his neck. He moaned and squeezed her breasts. They were small but hard like green pears, and he thought they were the most wonderful things in the world. The memory of a larger pair evaporated from his mind. 

Arvasia kissed him with passion, but then she squirmed out of his arms and sat up. 

“What is it?” he asked. 

“I’m worried about Rawena. You know how unstable she is, and how obsessed she’s with you. She must have finally realized we are lovers. What if she hurts herself?” 

“Hurts herself?” Garux said with a chuckle, but apprehension clutched at his throat. “Don’t be silly, Arvasia. I’m sure she went back home, and your mother will calm her.” 

“I hope you’re right, my love.” 

He stroked her hair and tickled her ribs, and she smiled. They lay back down and kissed again. He rubbed her nipples, and she grabbed him by his beard and stuck her tongue into his mouth. He reached under her skirt and ran his hand over her inner thigh toward her crotch. Then she grabbed his wrist. 

He lifted his head. “What is it, Arvasia?” 

“We have to tell my mother about our engagement!” She sat up and straightened her hair. 

“But—but—can’t we tell her later? She might be still talking to Rawena.”

“They never talk long, Garux, and I’m too excited to wait. Let’s go now.” 

He wanted to protest, but she stood and brushed pine needles off her underdress. He also got up, trying to hide his erection and disappointment. When Arvasia grasped his hand and led him back toward the path, though, he also got excited about telling Seneusia. 

Garux’s mother had died while giving birth to him, and Seneusia was one of the women who had breastfed him, although she wasn’t from his clan. When his father had disappeared along with Arvasia’s father during the trading expedition eight years ago, and Garux had been left alone in his house, Seneusia had invited him to live with them. The adolescent Garux had already fancied himself a man and declined, but he loved Seneusia as his adoptive mother.

Seneusia had always treated him as a member of her family, and he realized she had likely been waiting for years to become his mother-in-law. The light in Arvasia’s eyes told him she had also been waiting for his proposal, although she’d never said a thing. 

I’m not the sharpest arrow in the quiver, he thought. Not when it comes to women, anyway. I wish Papa was still around to teach me—and to see what a beautiful wife I’ve got.

As they reached the path and headed for their town, Arvasia shuddered and squeezed his hand. When he looked at her, he saw the smile leave her face. 

“Receiving the news will be hard for Rawena,” she said, rubbing her forehead. 

“I’m sure she’ll be happy for us,” Garux replied, immediately feeling foolish. 

He guessed Rawena would throw a tantrum, like last month, when she had smashed clay dishes, pulled her hair, and screamed and cried over a stolen necklace. They walked on without another word. 

The town’s battlements rose above the trees. Garux’s friend Vitis stood on guard by the gate, grasping a spear. The gate had never been manned when they were children, but the Marcomannic invasion of Eastern Bohemia had cast a shadow of threat over the town.

A steep river cliff protected the town in the west, and the battlements embraced it like a horseshoe whose ends reached the cliff’s edges. Even if the enemy scaled the battlements, the tribe could find refuge in a double-walled fort. However, a large army could besiege the town and starve them to death. 

“You’re back early,” Vitis called when he saw them. 

He was lean but muscular, and although he was about their age, the crown of his head was bald, and his fair hair fell to his shoulders in thin strands. 

“Did you two have a nice walk?” Vitis asked with a wink and a grin. Everybody knew what Garux and Arvasia did in the woods—everybody but the mercurial Rawena, who had ignored every sign that could shatter her belief that Garux was hers. 

Arvasia pretended to be ashamed, and Garux chuckled and shook his head. “I’ll be back in a moment with some big news, Vitis. But first, we have to see Seneusia.” 

They walked up the main path toward the tall, round ramparts of the fort, which loomed on the edge of the gorge above the Isera River. The descending sun already touched the treetops on the other side of the gorge. 

On their left, hammers clanged against metal in smithies, and saws grunted in carpentry shops. Behind the workshops, naked children played tag among rows of houses made of vertical oak planks. The dwellings had low, thatched roofs that were elevated only above the doorway. That was where Garux, Arvasia, and other commoners lived. 

Closer to the fort, thirty or so large stone houses of the nobles squatted in the shade of tall pine trees. The fort was a massive, round building made of huge blocks of stone. 

The creek crossed the town and separated the houses from a vast burial ground on their right. The roofs of the barns, the communal longhouse, and the watermill rose above a thicket farther ahead. Beyond them, herds of livestock grazed on lush pastures, and orchards and fields stretched toward the woods. A large grove of oaks between the pastures and the back battlements hid the dwelling of the druidess. 

Seneusia stood in front of her house. She was black-haired like Arvasia, but with a few white strands around her temples. She often wore a wistful smile and a touch of sadness in her beautiful dark eyes, and Garux guessed she still missed her husband. 

Today, Seneusia didn’t smile. Her lips twitched as she rushed toward them and asked, “Have you seen Rawena?” 

Garux and Arvasia exchanged a nervous look. 

“I saw her bathing in the pool,” Arvasia said. “But why are you so worried, Mam? It’s still light, and Rawena often roams the woods until nightfall.” 

Seneusia wrung her hands. “Druidess Agira came to visit me, just a little while ago. And she said she had a feeling that Rawena would come to harm!” 

Arvasia gasped and rubbed her forehead, and Garux felt dread embracing his soul. As far as he knew, Agira was never wrong. 

* * *
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PANDEMIA, MEANWHILE, swam through the slough until she reached higher ground. Although she’d retained her human form, she ran on all fours, as she found it faster and more natural. She dashed past her nest, where she had slept for millennia until Rawena’s screams had awakened her, and then she scurried over a plain of cracked, steaming soil. A granite barrier rose in front of her: The Wall of Time. 

The wall had two tunnels. The left one would take her on an endless journey back in time, to the epoch of furry humanoids, and even much farther to the time when she had been born, along with the first rodents whose queen she had become. 

Pandemia wanted to see the future, though, so she entered the right-hand tunnel. The last time she had been there—just before she had fallen into her long sleep—she’d traveled only a few centuries and emerged in a dense forest that showed no signs of people. That had made her believe her disease had wiped out all humans, but Rawena’s arrival proved her wrong. 

This time, she would travel much farther through the centuries and search much wider for a human settlement to see what the future with people would be like. Then she would decide what to do with the human Rawena was to bring. 

Pandemia dashed through the tunnel, and soon she felt weightless and flew like an arrow. A grinding pressure clenched her temple, and a roar erupted in her ears. A flash of strong light blinded her. She shut her eyes, and dozens of red bolts of lightning danced under her eyelids. 

Although she had lost all notion of time, as if time had ceased to exist, instinct told her she’d traveled far enough. She raised her hands and dug her nails into the tunnel’s ceiling to end her journey. A crack burst open above her head. She shuddered, turned into a small white rat, and dragged herself through the crack toward the surface. 

Her stomach seemed to spin around, and she took a deep breath to keep down a wave of nausea. Sunrays prodded into the crack and made her dizzy. When her eyes adjusted to the light, and the dizziness eased, she emerged. 

Pandemia found herself squinting in the backyard of a small, crumbling, brick house. Long weeds sprouted among muddy toys and broken furniture. She twitched at the sight of a long, thin snake in the grass. The snake didn’t move, though, and when she skulked toward it, she realized it was just an object made from a strange material. At first, she thought it was a toy, but then she smelled water inside and realized the humans probably used it to irrigate the rows of vegetables beside an empty chicken coop. 

The rat-goddess thought she had entered paradise. Besides the vegetables, the backyard offered old bread, rotting apples, bits of meat and bones, and all kinds of things she’d never seen before but which smelled edible. She was sure that more food would be found inside the house, which also provided shelter against the elements. 

When she stood on her hind legs and craned her head over the weeds, she saw rows of monstrous buildings looming like square mountains on the horizon. She guessed that each held at least a hundred humans, who must have proliferated like hares. 

Pandemia returned to all fours and looked around the backyard. She guessed that many of her subjects lived happily in such an ideal environment. Perhaps the future with humans wasn’t that bad—or at least not as bad as the past. 

Since their first dawn, humans had treated her kind with cruelty. They hunted and ate rodents when they were hungry, and they chased them out of their caverns and killed them for fun when they were full. People were the most vicious and territorial beasts she’d ever seen. That was why she kept plaguing all their species with pestilence: to protect her subjects. 

Things seemed to have changed, though. The humans obviously had enough food, and they didn’t need to eat rodents. And they seemed civilized enough to live in harmony with other animals, her kin included. 

“I might send Rawena and the other human back home,” Pandemia chittered under her breath. “And then I’ll return to my warm nest to get some more sleep.” 

She scurried around the backyard to find someone she could ask about their experience with humans. Then she saw something that made her freeze. 

A gray mouse lay on its side in a bed of weeds. His feet twitched, but his body looked paralyzed. The fear and despair in his beady black eyes sent shivers through Pandemia’s soul. 

The mouse recognized her and squeaked, “Help me, Queen!” 

“I cannot help you, my friend,” she said. “I’m just an apparition, a visitor from the past. But tell me, what happened?” 

A shadow passed over them. A falcon circled the sky. Pandemia tensed, but then she realized the falcon couldn’t hurt her, and that the mouse was too far gone to care. The falcon made one more circle and glided away. 

“Tell me what happened,” she repeated. 

“The humans,” the mouse squeaked, his voice much weaker than before. “They must . . . have poisoned me.” 

Pandemia gasped. “Why would they do that?”

“They . . . hate me.” 

“Why? What did you do to them?” 

“They hate . . . all our kind.” The mouse fell silent. The paralysis had tied his feet; his time was coming fast. “They are everywhere.” His glazed eyes glanced toward the tall buildings. “They strew . . . poisoned food. Lure us into contraptions . . . that break our backs. They . . .” A spasm rattled the mouse’s body and choked his words. 

“They what, my friend?” she asked. 

The mouse didn’t reply. The poison had murdered him. 

Pandemia shuddered with anger. The modern humans treated her kin even more atrociously than their furry ancestors. 

A noise came from the front of the house and made her twitch. She left her dead subject behind, crossed the backyard, ran along the house, and halted by a ditch on the edge of a large wheat field.  

She squealed in fear when she saw the thing that made the noise: a monster made of yellow metal. Although it was nothing like she had ever seen before, it made her think of a giant crab. It was nearly half as big as the brick house, and it moved along the field on giant wheels. Its gigantic, cylindrical mouth spun round and round, devouring everything in its reach with a set of long, thin, metal fangs. 

Pandemia gasped when she peered through the monster’s transparent belly and saw a human sitting inside. At first, she thought the monster had swallowed the man. Then she realized the man was controlling it, leading it up and down the field, leaving heaps of maimed wheat stalks in its wake. 

A vole dashed out of the field and up the ditch, carrying a blind newborn in her mouth. The vole recognized Pandemia, dropped the newborn, and squealed, “Oh, Queen, my other babies are still in the field. Please help me rescue them.” 

The vole dashed back into the field without waiting for Pandemia’s answer. Although she couldn’t help, the queen followed her subject. 

Pandemia crossed the ditch and plunged among the tall stalks. The monster’s roar became so strong it deafened her. Having lost the sight of the vole, she sniffed the air. The monster emitted an overpowering toxic stench, but she caught the vole’s scent. She followed it and spotted the vole rushing toward the nest, where five newborns squirmed and squealed in blind fear. 

The earth shook. The monster’s mouth loomed above them. The vole leaped into the nest—and a colossal wheel rushed at her and flattened her, along with her babies. 

Pandemia ran out of the field, terror bruising her heart. She wept for the massacred family in the field, and for the baby in the ditch, which would die without its mother’s milk. How many families did humans murder during such ruthless harvests? 

She ran along the ditch to escape the stench, noise, and horrors. She left the field behind, crossed a dirt road, and scurried past a large building that smelled of cows. Then she followed another dirt road toward a canal. 

The canal stank even worse than the yellow monster; it spumed more than the pestilential creek by her swamp. Pandemia rushed toward two rats that lay on their backs on the bank. The rats couldn’t ask her for help: they were dead.

They were so young and muscular she thought they had fallen victims to predators. When she saw no bite marks, though, Pandemia realized what had happened. The canal was so polluted it had killed them, although they belonged to one of the toughest animal species. And she knew who was behind this dreadful contamination and these cases of murder. 

Pandemia had seen enough, and she ran back toward the portal that would lead her home. So this would be the future if she went back to sleep. But she was angry and mighty enough to change the course of history. 

Rawena would soon bring a human to the swamp. And Pandemia was going to use that human to wipe out mankind.  
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CHAPTER FOUR
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As shadows grew and thickened in the town, Garux, Arvasia, and Seneusia set off to look for Rawena. On their way toward the gate, Garux realized they had never told Seneusia the news. Now it would have to wait until they found his future sister-in-law. 

Garux wished he could ask the druidess where to look for Rawena. The druidess lived beyond the pastures, though, and only her acolyte could visit her. In any case, the druidess would have come to tell them if she’d had any more visions of Rawena. 

Vitis was already closing the gate for the night. To Garux’s dismay, Chieftain Ateran and his demented bodyguard Uxur stood near. 

Ateran was about thirty, and he had become chieftain after his father’s death last year. While Ateran’s father had been fearless yet impartial and good-hearted, Ateran was a cowardly tyrant who punished every small offense by whipping. Uxur was Ateran’s second cousin, a drooling ogre who loved to feel the whip in his hand. 

“Vitis, wait!” Garux called as they trotted forward. 

“What is it, my friend?” Vitis asked, leaving the gate ajar. 

“Close the damned gate!” squealed Ateran, but everyone ignored him. 

“You have to let us out, Vitis,” Seneusia said. “My Rawena hasn’t come back, and we must find her.” 

Ateran stepped closer to Vitis and yelled, “I said, close the damned gate!” 

Just like every nobleman, Ateran sported short, spiky hair, curvilinear tattoos on his face, a drooping mustache, and a thick, golden torc around his neck. Those were supposed to make him look fearsome and dignified. But since he had beady eyes, sagging jowls, and an upturned nose with giant nostrils, he looked like a gilt, mustachioed hog. 

“My daughter might be in mortal danger,” Seneusia told him. “The druidess said something bad would happen to her. And we are going to look for her.” 

“Oh, you aren’t, bitch!” Ateran spat.

Garux felt like punching him in the face. Instead, he took a deep breath and said, “Be reasonable, chieftain. Let us—”

“Listen to me, you greasy ass!” Ateran squealed. “The hunters have seen hundreds of footprints on the merchant road. I bet it’s the Marcomanni, and you would attract them to the town. Nobody’s leaving tonight.” 

“Attract them to the town?” Garux said. “But—if you’re afraid of that, we would have to stay holed up in our homes during the day, too, and not even start fires.” 

Ateran opened his mouth to reply when Arvasia put in, “Forcing us to stay here makes no sense. If your father were alive, he would start a search party for my poor sister. And you? You won’t even let us out?” 

“My father is not alive, is he?” Ateran snapped. “I am the chieftain now. Chieftain! And yes, I forbid you to leave!”

“That’s too bad because we are leaving anyway, cowardly man,” Seneusia said. “And you better not try to stop us, or I’ll break your porcine snout!” She took a step toward the gate, but Ateran pushed her so forcibly she staggered backward. 

“Leave my mother alone, you pig,” Arvasia snapped, lifting her hand as if to hit him. 

A shadow of fear passed over Ateran’s eyes. He took a step back and nodded to Uxur. So far, Uxur had only drooled and gawked, but now he balled his hand into a giant fist and stepped forward. 

Garux knew the ogre wouldn’t think twice about punching a woman—if he could think at all—so he grabbed a spear that leaned against the wall and slammed Uxur’s wrist with the butt end. 

Uxur growled with pain. He turned to attack Garux, but Vitis leveled his spear at the ogre’s belly and shouted, “Don’t even think about it, you dumb beast!” 

Uxur froze. His dull eyes flicked between the spear’s point and Ateran. 

“Vitis!” Ateran shouted. “Leave my man alone and arrest Garux and his two whores!”

Vitis kept the spear leveled at Uxur. 

Ateran’s nostrils expanded as if they wanted to swallow his nose like two black holes. “Vitis, I command you as your chief!” 

Vitis spat on the ground, and Garux admired his courage. Vitis could face severe punishment for disobeying Ateran, who was his highest commander. 

Garux turned to Ateran. “A man who lays his hands on a woman, and who needs a bodyguard to protect him from a girl, is nobody’s chief.” 

The confrontation had drawn a large crowd to the gate. While some tattooed nobles shouted at Garux to shut up, the others only grinned, and all the commoners cheered him. Celts prided themselves on being fearless, and they hated Ateran’s cowardice, which they saw as the worst personality trait. 

“Arvasia is right,” Garux continued. “Your father was a great man and leader. But you’re nothing but a chicken-shit tyrant.” 

“People! Have you heard this?” Ateran screamed, his eyes gliding over the crowd and alighting on the nobles. “Will you let this scum insult your chieftain?” 

Some nobles stepped forward, and the commoners glared at them in silent challenge. Nobody drew their weapons, though, and the tension slowly eased. 

Seneusia grasped Garux’s wrist. “Come on, brave rebel,” she said. “We’ve wasted the last daylight with that bastard.” 

Garux grabbed Arvasia’s hand and followed Seneusia through the gate. He scowled when he saw how black the woods had turned. 

As they stepped onto the path, they heard Ateran’s porcine squeal: “You will pay dearly for this! I swear that on my life!”

* * *
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THE FULL MOON OPENED its pale eye above the eastern woods and chased away the starlight. As the moon rose, the Earth’s umbral shadow began to nibble on its left edge: it was the night of a lunar eclipse.

From a hillock near the gate, Rawena had been watching the path since she had returned from the basin. She held her breath when three black silhouettes appeared on the path. Her mother and sister called her name over the chirping of crickets.  

When Garux’s deep voice also pierced the night, Rawena whispered, “Do you fear for me, Garux? Why did you hurt me so much if you love me? Just wait! Soon you will get your punishment.” 

Rawena descended the hillock and followed them, hidden in the blackness of the woods’ fringe. They called her name over and over again as they walked toward the merchant road. The moon rose higher, shrouding the figures in silver light and turning the path into a creamy corridor. But the Earth’s shadow kept advancing over the moon’s pale face. 

They stopped by the deer trail. 

“We’d better split up here.” Seneusia’s voice filled the night. 

Rawena’s heart fluttered. She had been hoping to hear this. 

“I think you are right, Mam,” replied Arvasia. 

“I’ll go search around the merchant road,” Seneusia said. “And someone should check the meadow and the northern woods.” 

“I’ll do it,” Garux offered.  

“Then I’ll comb the southern woods and look around the creek and the basin,” Arvasia said.  

Rawena took a deep breath. She thought it poetic justice that Arvasia would meet her fate at the place where she had destroyed Rawena’s dreams: It was Arvasia she would bring to the swamp. 

Arvasia’s disappearance would break Garux’s heart—and that would be his punishment. And when she saw he had suffered enough, Rawena would be near to cure him. 

Rawena guessed they would set a time and place to regroup, but she didn’t need to hear that. She snuck around them and dragged herself through shadowed undergrowth along the deer trail. When she looked over her shoulder and could no longer see them, she stepped onto the trail and dashed toward the creek. She hid behind a boulder and stared at the moonlit basin, thinking how much had changed since she had bathed there earlier that day. 

A pack of wolves howled somewhere in the northern woods. She hoped they wouldn’t scent her, and she prayed they wouldn’t hurt Garux.

Fear clenched her soul when she recalled the Marcomanni. What if they came across her mother? And what if they attacked her tribe, tonight of all nights, when Rawena had lured three defenders into the woods? 

The Earth’s shadow ate away at the moon. The portion of the moon that was still visible shone with increasing vehemence and began to turn red. The eerie moonlight reflected on the basin and made it look like a giant puddle of blood. 

Arvasia called Rawena’s name, about a hundred steps away. A pang of guilt punched Rawena’s heart when she heard the anxiety in her sister’s voice. Arvasia was risking her life in these dangerous woods to find her . . . and Rawena waited in ambush to drag her into a pestilential swamp. 

She remembered that as a baby, Arvasia always smiled and kicked her feet in pleasure when Rawena came near. And when Rawena bent over her, Arvasia would squeal with glee and grab onto Rawena’s hair or clothes, and she would cry when Rawena made her let go. 

Those memories made Rawena doubt she could go through with her plan. Then she recalled that as she matured, Arvasia seemed to realize that Rawena was strange and different, and their relationship slowly cooled. Rawena knew Arvasia still loved her as before. But the notion that even her sister saw Rawena as a freak hurt her so much that at times she hated her. 

“Why did you have to grow up?” Rawena whispered. “Why were you ever even conceived?” 

Seneusia had miscarried three times after Rawena had been born, and Arvasia’s birth seemed a miracle. Arvasia had received all of their parents’ attention, and the oversensitive Rawena felt lonely and ostracized even in her own house. 

“Why were you always Mother’s pet?” Rawena kept whispering. “Why did you always make me feel like an outcast? And why did you have to steal my future husband?” 

That last thought brought on fury. 

Rawena reached for her dagger and got up. A twig snapped under her foot. She heard Arvasia gasp. 

“Who is out there?” Arvasia asked, tremor rattling her voice. She was still a child. A spoiled and pampered child. Their mother’s favorite. 

Rawena stepped out from behind the boulder and let the red moonlight glide over her. 

“Rawena!” Arvasia’s voice turned from scared to excited. “Oh, my sister, I was hoping to find you here.” She spread her arms and ran toward her to embrace her. 

Rawena leveled her dagger at Arvasia, who froze two steps away from her and lowered her hands. Rawena guessed Arvasia must have turned pale, and yet the crimson moonlight made her face look sunburned. 

“Sister?” Arvasia said, her eyes darting from Rawena’s face to the dagger’s blade. “Sister, it’s me, Arvasia. I came to take you home. We’ve been looking all over for you.” 

Rawena stepped forward and pressed the dagger’s point under Arvasia’s chin. 

“Sister,” Arvasia wheezed. 

The fear and confusion in her eyes nearly made Rawena release her. But she had promised Pandemia to bring her victim tonight, and she dreaded what the mad goddess would do if Rawena broke her promise. 

After all, Pandemia might not kill Arvasia. She seemed friendly enough, and lonely. Perhaps she just wanted company, and she would keep Arvasia on the boulder or some healthy corner of the swamp, safe from the disease. And Rawena and Garux would be free to leave the town and live happily in the woods. 

“Sister,” Arvasia said through gritted teeth, her voice trembling. “Have you been hurt? What happened? Let us go home.” 

Rawena didn’t reply. 

Arvasia grabbed Rawena’s wrist and tried to pull the dagger away. Rawena bit Arvasia’s forearm and yanked the dagger upwards. The iron point pierced Arvasia’s skin, and she hissed with pain. Her blood trickled over the dagger and stained Rawena’s hand. 

“I don’t want to hurt you, but I will if you make me,” Rawena said. “Do you hear?” 

Arvasia nodded. 

Rawena reached for her sister’s dagger and pulled it out of its wooden scabbard. As she dropped the dagger to the ground, Arvasia brought her knee into Rawena’s stomach. The pain made Rawena double over. Arvasia pushed Rawena’s dagger hand away, shoved her to the ground, and dashed into the woods.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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The Earth’s shadow obscured the moon completely, plunging the world into the dark. The moon turned crimson, like the sun on a hot summer evening, and painted the woods in gory hues. A small, thin cloud rushed over the moon’s angry face, turning red before disappearing into the sky’s blackness. 

Garux had seen no signs of Rawena, and when the moon rose high above the eastern woods, he turned back to meet Arvasia and Seneusia by the gate. As he passed the deer trail, he felt tempted to go to the basin to see if Arvasia was still there. Then he realized she could already be home, and he kept walking straight. 

When he reached the town, a shadow poked over the closed gate. 

“Garux? Is that you?” 

Garux recognized the voice of Vitis. “Yes, it’s me, my friend.” 

“Good! I’ve been waiting for you. Just give me a moment. I’ll open up.” 

The shadow of Vitis’s head disappeared, and Garux heard him climb down the ladder. The bar grated against the gate, and the gate opened enough for Garux to slide in. 

“Rawena hasn’t come back,” Vitis said as they clasped hands. 

“She hasn’t? And what about Arvasia and Seneusia?” 

“Not yet,” Vitis said, shutting and barring the gate. 

Garux rubbed the nape of his neck with apprehension. The moon passed the zenith, which meant he had returned late. And yet, he was the first to come. 

“I’m sure they’ll be here soon, Garux.” 

Garux nodded and asked, “What are you doing here, anyway? Hasn’t your shift already ended?”

“Yes, but I sent the other sentinel home.” Vitis grinned. 

“You’ve always been like my brother, Vitis. Why don’t you take a rest, and I’ll look out for the girls?” 

Vitis leaned against the wall while Garux climbed up the ladder and poked his head over the gate. He yawned, for it was way past his bedtime. The strangely moonlit path blurred in front of his exhausted eyes. 

Then the sight of a blackened figure dispersed his drowsiness. At first, he thought it was Arvasia or Rawena, but then he noticed the wide hips and realized it was Seneusia. Apprehension grabbed his throat. So Arvasia was still alone in the woods. And Seneusia hadn’t found Rawena. 

Garux climbed down the ladder while Vitis opened the gate. 

“Have my dear girls returned?” Seneusia asked as she slipped in. 

Garux and Vitis shook their heads. 

“Neither of them?” She looked around as if she hoped the girls would jump up from behind a bush to surprise her. 

“Not yet, Seneusia,” Garux said. 

She clasped her hand over her mouth. Tears rolled down her cheeks, and the crimson moonlight made it look as if her eyes bled. She did not sob, but since Celtic women seldom cried in public, her tears flooded Garux with fear and sorrow. 

The feeling of guilt also galloped into his mind. What if Rawena loved him so much she had harmed herself over him and Arvasia? Although the whole tribe knew he loved Arvasia, Rawena had never seemed to acknowledge it, and the truth must have hit her like a mace. What if she was lying on the bottom of the basin? What if she had fled from the tribe and fell prey to the wolves or, worse, the Marcomanni? And what if she hurt Arvasia? 

Garux hugged Seneusia and let her tears drench his shoulder. “Maybe Arvasia has found Rawena, and they are returning together,” he said. But he couldn’t make himself believe it. 

He cursed himself for staring at Rawena in the basin and giving her false hopes. 

“We have to go back out to look for them,” he said. 

Seneusia let go of him. Her eyes had dried, and she gritted her lips in stubborn determination. And yet, her face looked crumpled and haggard as if she had aged twenty years while hugging him. 

“We’ll never find them alone, Garux,” she said. “And if it’s the Marcomanni who’ve got them, what can the two of us do? I’ll ring the bell and mobilize the tribe.” She glanced at the large bronze bell that hung from a beam by the gate and glistened in the bloody moonlight. 

Garux nodded, feeling she was right. 

Vitis bit his lower lip. “The bell can be rung only in case of fire or invasion. That swine Ateran will blow up.” Then he climbed the ladder and yanked on the bell’s rope.

As the bell tilted, and the clapper hit the bell’s mouth, the metallic gong boomed through the red night. Vitis pulled on the rope again and again. 

Shadows poured out of the houses. Vitis climbed down the ladder and stood beside Garux and Seneusia. 

“You should go home, my friend,” Garux told him. “I don’t want you to get into trouble.” 

“I want to help you search,” Vitis replied. “Besides, that cowardly bastard Ateran might be deposed tonight. And I wouldn’t miss the revolt for a pile of gold!”

As the tribespeople rushed toward the gate, Garux tried to guess what would happen. Ateran would refuse to let them leave, but would anyone listen? 

The tribe had twenty clans, each of about thirty people. Ateran’s clan was the largest and had produced numerous chieftains. Chieftainship wasn’t hereditary by law but tradition, and Garux guessed that older people—even common—would support Ateran. He hoped the young people, even some nobles, would rebel and join in the search. Most nobles would stand behind Ateran, though, as they hated and feared defiant commoners. 

The chieftain had a standing army of fifty men. The captain, Horeus, came from Ateran’s clan, but the soldiers were like Vitis: men and boys from poor families lured into a promise of free meals and an easy life that consisted of little more than battle training and taking turns to guard the gate and the fort. Since they despised Ateran, Garux hoped they would rebel against him if a revolt broke out—or at least that they would lay down their arms rather than raise them against their common clansmen. 

The first tribespeople reached the gate and demanded to know what was happening. Straw stuck out of their disheveled hair; bewilderment seeped out of their puffy eyes. Garux saw no elders and children: the fear of invasion had chased them behind the fort’s ramparts. 

Ateran also came, a step behind his bodyguard Uxur. Beside him strode Captain Horeus, a short man with a broken nose and pockmarked forehead. Horeus was Ateran’s second cousin and the half-brother of Uxur. He was even more unpopular than the other two. 

Dread thronged Ateran’s eyes, and Garux guessed he longed to join the children in the safety of the fort. When he saw no enemy, Ateran elbowed his way toward the gate.  

“What’s going on?” he shouted. “Who rang the bell?” 

Vitis opened his mouth, but Seneusia spoke first. “It was me!” 

“You again!” Ateran roared. But he didn’t step within her reach. “How dare you? Is there a fire, huh? Or an invasion?” 

“My daughters are missing,” Seneusia said, loudly enough for everyone to hear. “We have to comb the woods and find them. And if they fell into Marcomannic hands, we have to rescue them.” 

“So you woke up the whole town because two poor bitches are missing, huh?” Ateran spat.  

A murmur of protest rose from the commoners. Some nobles sneered, while others creased their tattooed faces into embarrassed frowns. 

Garux scowled and stepped toward Ateran, but Vitis put a hand on his forearm. Garux took a deep breath to calm down, realizing they had to negotiate rather than fight. 

“And because of two missing common bitches you scared the shit out of—out of . . . the children?” Ateran continued. “Don’t you realize you’ve put the entire tribe in peril?” 

At that moment, on the path not a hundred steps behind the gate, Arvasia screamed for help. 

Nobody heard her over Ateran’s yelling. 

“You foolish cow!” The chieftain’s mean, beady eyes pierced into Seneusia, who met his gaze with a scornful scowl. “Don’t you realize the bell can be heard outside and attract the enemy? Unless there’s an attack or a fire, raising the alarm is the privilege of the chieftain, and that’s me. Me!”

“I don’t care, dreadful man!” Seneusia snapped. “We have to find my girls. And if you aren’t willing to organize a search mission, at least let those who aren’t cowardly go look for them.” 

The commoners murmured their agreement. Many of them stepped toward the gate. 

“Nobody’s leaving!” Ateran squealed, his nostrils opening like hungry maws as he glared at the tribe. “Nobody!” 

Everyone murmured. The commoners looked at each other, not sure what to do. Some noblemen grasped the hilts of their swords. Ateran’s soldiers grouped, staring at Captain Horeus, who watched them with a suspicious frown. 

Ateran turned back to Seneusia. “You’ve already broken one rule, and now you’re disobeying me again? I’ll have you whipped like the stubborn mule you are!”

“You would have to whip me first, pig-face!” Garux boomed. 

Ateran hid behind Uxur, who scowled and strode forward. Garux reached for his dagger. The crowd shifted as the commoners stepped toward Garux, and the noblemen moved toward the chieftain. 

Captain Horeus elbowed his way to the front. He turned to Ateran and opened his mouth to speak, but he froze when a high-pitched screech rose from behind the crowd.  

“Why are you shouting, worms?” 

Everybody turned around and stared at Druidess Agira as she shuffled toward them. She had a wild mane of white hair that created a rosy halo in the gory moonlight. Her face was also white, and lined with deep wrinkles. Although set deep inside their sockets, her light blue eyes looked unnaturally large. She was a strange sight even during the day, but the eclipse turned her into an eerie, reddish specter. 

Agira was Ateran’s grandmother. She was the mother of the old chieftain, and the wife of his ancestor. As she knew all law codes, mythology, and symbology, she had been making the most important decisions for as long as anyone remembered. 

Agira was so old it seemed a miracle she was still alive. Over the decades, she had trained six different acolytes, whom she had instructed on how to bury her. She outlived them all, though, and recently found a new one. 

The throng parted as Agira shuffled toward her grandson. It took her a long time: she leaned on her stick with both hands, took a step, rested, then took another step and another rest. 

Nobody dared to show any sign of impatience. They watched her in awed silence, hanging their heads when her piercing eyes glided over them. Although she was the frailest member of the tribe, she instilled terror in every soul she crossed. Agira had no teeth—but she could bite. 

Seneusia and Garux still stood closest to the gate. Uxur, Horeus, and Ateran were only a few steps away, but they had turned to watch Agira.

Seneusia leaned toward Garux and whispered into his ear, “This could take a while, and the druidess might forbid everyone from leaving. Try to talk her around, and I’ll sneak out and keep looking for my girls.”

She turned to the gate, but Garux touched her shoulder. “No, I’ll go. The druidess will heed you more because you’re the mother. Just remind her of what she told you about Rawena.” 

After a short hesitation, Seneusia nodded. “You’re right. Go now, brave boy. And please be careful.” 

Garux gently pushed at the unbarred gate and slipped out. As he rushed down the path, he wondered what would happen. He had heard that when she was younger, Agira had slept on a barrow to achieve clairvoyance. Sleeping at such a place was also said to cause madness . . . and Garux believed Agira had incurred a bit of both. While she had always seemed to dislike her grandson, she was so erratic nobody could ever predict her reactions.

The blood moon dimmed, and Garux stumbled in darkness. Then the Earth’s shadow began to recede, revealing a small crescent on the moon’s left side: the eclipse had entered its final phase. 

Garux took the deer trail toward the basin, where he found fresh footprints. He tried to follow them but lost them in the shadows of the woods. He called Arvasia’s name, but she didn’t answer. His voice grew hoarse, his heart heavy. 

The umbral shadow receded, and the crescent grew. He reached the spot where the creek crossed the merchant road under a wooden bridge. Hundreds of fresh footprints marked the road in the moonlight, just as the hunters had reported. The grass along the road was trampled and dotted with horse and cattle dung. 

Garux feared the Marcomanni had dragged Arvasia away, and he felt sick when he imagined what they were doing with her. He wanted to follow them and track them down, but what could he do without the support of his tribe? Rage, courage, two hands, and a dagger were nothing against an army. 

He looked around, wondering what to do, when something caught his eye. Three lights twinkled among treetops. He thought they were stars, but then they moved, and he realized they were the flames of three torches. Somebody was walking on a distant hill. 

Were they enemy scouts? Had they captured the girls? Garux’s heart punched his ribcage as he turned toward them. 
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CHAPTER SIX
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In her panic, Arvasia had gotten lost in the woods while running from Rawena. When she heard the bell, she dashed toward the sound for help. 

Rawena had also heard it, though, and she must have guessed Arvasia’s intentions. She had caught and overcome Arvasia near the gate shortly before Garux sneaked out to look for them. 

Rawena made her walk back to the creek, grasping her hair and pressing the point of the dagger against her back. Arvasia wondered whether it was the eclipse that made her sister so mad yet cold-blooded. 

Rawena often threw tantrums, but they never lasted long. She would screech, break things, pull her hair, and scratch her forearm, and then she would grow remorseful and apathetic, as if her fury flowed away along with the blood from her broken scabs. Arvasia would expect her to lash out and threaten her, and calm down and apologize the next moment rather than leading her around the woods at knifepoint. 

Arvasia hoped Rawena would come back to her senses when the eclipse passed. She didn’t think Rawena would hurt her, despite her bizarre behavior, as she had never been cruel to her, not even when they were little. Rawena had taught her how to clean mushrooms, scrape fire from a flint, and use a fishing rod, and she had always turned the lessons into games to make them more fun. When Arvasia had found nothing during her first mining expedition, Rawena had dropped a large opal into her bag and told her to tell everyone she had found it. 

“Oh, Rawena, why are you doing such things?” Arvasia asked. “Scaring your sister like this . . . Don’t you love me anymore?” 

To her surprise, Rawena sobbed. 

Encouraged, Arvasia turned her head to her to plead with her, but Rawena yanked on her hair. When she titled her head back to ease the pressure, Arvasia noticed three little torchlights twinkling against the low sky.

She took a breath to call for help, thinking it was Garux and Mother, with perhaps Vitis walking over a hill and looking for them. Then she realized it could be the Marcomanni, and she swallowed the scream that was forming in her throat. 

* * *
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SENEUSIA WAS STILL by the gate, pleading with Druidess Agira to organize a search mission, and arguing with Ateran, who refused to let anyone out. Agira listened in silence, her tiny but alert pupils darting from Seneusia to her grandson. Suddenly, she swayed and rolled her eyes upwards, and everyone fell silent. They had seen her like this before: Agira was lost in a vision.

“I see three black figures . . . and another three!” she said. She spoke so softly that only those standing around her could hear her, and it seemed she was talking to herself. She kept moving her lips, but her voice faded below a whisper. 

Seneusia watched her with a held breath. Druids could communicate with the entities of the Otherworld and peek into the past and future, and Seneusia wished she could see through Agira’s mind’s eye. 

Agira shook her head and rolled her eyes back down. “One girl can be saved,” she said. “The other is enveloped in a strange, dark fog that my mind cannot penetrate.” 

Seneusia gasped, wondering what it meant. She hoped the druidess would tell her where to search.  

Agira turned to Ateran with a glare. He cringed and stepped back as she shuffled closer to him. 

“Step forward, worm!” she screeched. “Don’t you dare run away from your grandmother!” 

Ateran froze and hunched his back. His porcine face paled with fear. Agira took another step, grabbed his ear, and twisted it. Seneusia’s hopes soared. 

Ateran screamed. “Nanny! My ear!”

“I crap on your ear, worm!” Agira screeched, twisting his earlobe harder. “Why do you have to be such a chicken? Huh? Now listen, listen carefully. You’ll take the soldiers and volunteers and start looking for the girls. You must lead them downstream along the creek, beyond our hunting territory. I’ll be watching you from my shrine, understood? Cowardly you act, and I’ll turn you into a hog!”

“Yes, Nanny,” Ateran ground through his teeth. 

Vitis and the soldiers erupted in cheers. Most of the commoners grinned and volunteered to come along. 

Agira turned and winked at Seneusia, who realized Agira had been bluffing . . . although she guessed the druidess could really watch people through ritual or meditation, and turning Ateran into a hog wouldn’t take that many magic skills. 

Agira turned to the crowd and called, “Everyone who wants to go, make sure you are well armed!” 

“Thank you for everything, revered woman!” Seneusia called as she rushed to her house for her late father’s battleax. 

* * *
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A DIM SHADOW STILL obscured the right side of the moon, but the moon had recovered all its silvery splendor. The lights of the three torches got a little closer, then they receded, and Arvasia wasn’t sure whether to despair or rejoice. Rawena didn’t seem to notice them. She kept leading Arvasia along the creek, pulling at her hair and pressing the point of the dagger between her shoulder blades. 

Something scurried in the bushes. Arvasia felt a pair of eyes following their every step. 

Rawena murmured under her breath, but Arvasia couldn’t make out the words over the bubbling water. Then Rawena led her away from the creek to circumvent a sprawling thicket, and Arvasia understood: “She might not kill her, oh, I pray she won’t. She’s just mad and lonely, and curious about humans. Perhaps she won’t let the evil disease of her swamp murder her.” 

Terror clenched Arvasia’s soul. Had the dark powers of the Otherworld possessed Rawena’s mind? Was she taking Arvasia as an offering to a female ghoul or malevolent goddess? That thought made her scream. 

Rawena jabbed her spine with the dagger, and Arvasia’s scream ended in a groan of pain. 

A man called in the distance. “Arvasia?”

Arvasia’s heart leaped with hope: it was the voice she had longed to hear. 

“Garux!”

Rawena gasped and let go of Arvasia’s hair. When Arvasia felt that the dagger’s point no longer pressed against her back, she skipped forward and ran toward Garux’s voice. She only took a few steps when Garux rushed into the moonlight from behind a row of trees. 

“Please help me, my love,” Arvasia exclaimed, clasping his forearm with both hands. “She kidnapped me!”

Garux winced at the blood on Arvasia’s throat. Then his eyes shifted to Rawena and the weapon in her hand. 

“I could kill you for that, Rawena,” he said, drawing his dagger. 

Rawena laughed. Brimming with despair and insanity, her laughter fitted that terrible night. She walked toward them, and Arvasia felt Garux’s body tensing. Thinking that Rawena would attack him, Arvasia let go of his forearm and spread her fingers like claws, ready to scratch her eyes. 

Rawena halted a step away from them. She raised her dagger and—dropped it to the ground. 

“So you want to kill me for kidnapping my sister, Garux?” she asked, sorrow straining her voice. “That’s what you want to do? Then do it!” 

Garux stood still. 

Rawena spread her hands. “Do it! Do it!”

“Sister, please,” Arvasia muttered, tears stinging her eyes.

Rawena grabbed Garux’s dagger wrist, lifted his hand, and pressed the point of the blade against her heart. “Do it, my love,” she said with an eerie smile on her moonlit face. “I love you enough to die for you. And such horrors I have seen that I no longer want to live.” 

Garux swallowed and shook his head. He twitched when Rawena uttered a shrieking laugh. Arvasia pressed her hands against her ears to block the dreadful sound. Rawena laughed again. Then she thrust the dagger into her heart with all her force. 

Her eyes bulged, and she coughed up blood. She staggered backward, blinked, and looked down at the hilt, as though she couldn’t believe what she had done. 

When Rawena collapsed, Arvasia shrieked and dropped to her knees. She stared first into her sister’s staring eyes and then up to Garux, as if to beg him to revive her. 

Garux also kneeled. The horror and the moon turned his face deathly white. 

Arvasia pressed her ear against Rawena’s chest. The silence told her Rawena’s heart had stopped beating.  

* * *
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A CELTIC WOMAN WASN’T supposed to wail, except during a funeral rite, but Arvasia couldn’t help it. She cradled Rawena’s corpse and drenched the staring eyes and paling face with her tears. 

“I forgive you, my dear sister,” she sobbed. “I forgive you. Please come back.” 

Garux hugged Arvasia to stop her shaking. “I didn’t mean to do this,” he murmured, his voice trembling. “It was she who thrust the dagger into her heart. I didn’t think she would really . . . Oh, poor Rawena. She didn’t deserve this, despite what she did to you.” 

They froze when they heard a rustle. Arvasia wiped her tears and saw a pair of yellow eyes staring at them from behind the bushes. The eyes shone unnaturally in the darkness, like two embers of an Otherworld fire.

“What’s that?” Garux asked. 

“It might be an evil spirit,” Arvasia whispered, remembering what Rawena had muttered about swamps and evil diseases. “Creeping around to capture our souls!”

She gasped when Garux pulled his dagger out of Rawena’s chest, making the corpse move as if she hiccupped. Arvasia sprang to her feet and leaped for the dagger Rawena had dropped. Garux got up, and they faced the bushes. Then the eyes disappeared. 

A moment later, crashing sounds came from behind their backs. Three figures rushed at them with a bloodcurdling war cry. Arvasia realized it was the Marcomanni, likely the same men whose torches she had seen. But instead of torches, they grasped swords. 

Garux arched his back and raised his dagger, ready for a fight, but Arvasia knew he stood no chance. 

“Run, you fool!” she screamed, tugging at his forearm. 

They dashed into the woods, with the Marcomanni at their heels. Arvasia’s thighs and calves screamed in protest against the renewed exertion. Her terror was much greater than when Rawena had ambushed her—but she had much less strength after a night of running and marching through the woods.

They reached a moonlit meadow full of fallen trees. As they crossed the meadow, Arvasia tripped over a log hidden in high grass and fell. Garux stopped and outstretched his hand to help her up—and the Marcomanni pounced on them like wolves. Two of them rushed at Garux. The third one turned on her.  

Arvasia swung Rawena’s dagger at his face, but he dodged the blade and kicked her feet from underneath her. As she fell, he dropped to his knees, grabbed her by the hair, and pressed his sword against her throat. He shouted something to the men, who were pointing their swords at Garux. 

Garux still grasped his dagger, unwilling to give up, but when he glanced at Arvasia and saw the enemy blade pressing against her throat, he dropped the dagger and let the men pin him against a tree trunk. 

The third man lay on top of Arvasia. She turned her head away from him, and he bit her cheek. He breathed hard with excitement, filling her nostrils with the smell of raw onions. His free hand ground her breast. His erection pressed against her stomach. 

As she took a breath to scream for help, vomit surged into her mouth. She coughed it out, but that didn’t repulse the man. He pulled up her skirt and wheezed in her ear. The blade of his sword still pressed against the skin on her throat.

Arvasia heard Garux pleading, threatening, and then pleading again in a voice that brimmed with fury and anguish. From the corner of her eye, she saw one of the men punch him in the stomach to shut him up. 

Then someone called her name from the woods. Arvasia’s heart tolled with hope when she recognized her mother. 

Arvasia parted her lips to scream for help, but the man clasped his hand over her mouth. She bit him, and he groaned in pain and pulled himself to all fours. She rammed her knee into his testicles. The man gasped, and his eyes bulged so much she thought they would pop out of their sockets and fall on her face. 

She saw Garux punch one of the distracted Marcomanni, making him stagger back. The other man raised his sword at Garux. Then the thud, thud, thud, thud of fast footsteps made him turn his head. 

Seneusia crashed through the undergrowth and ran toward them. She swung her battleax at Arvasia’s assailant. The blade sank into his neck, and he slumped on top of Arvasia, peppering her face with his blood. As she shoved him off her, Arvasia saw one of the two remaining Marcomanni turn from Garux to Seneusia. 

“Mam, behind you,” Arvasia screeched, scrambling to her feet. 

Seneusia turned around and raised the gory battleax. The man raised his sword, but then someone else dashed into the meadow. Arvasia couldn’t believe her eyes when she recognized Chieftain Ateran. 

“Watch me, Nanny, watch me!” Ateran screamed in a hysterical voice, making Arvasia think he’d lost his mind. “Watch me!” he screeched again, brandishing a sword. 

Then the man turned toward him, and Ateran squealed with fear. The air filled with the stench of feces: in his fright, Ateran had got mud on his backyard. He threw his sword on the ground and ran away. 

The man wrinkled his nose and gaped in disbelief as Ateran disappeared into the shadowed woods. Something swished through the night, and the man screamed in shock and agony when a spear bore into his chest and came out through his back. As he groaned, stumbled, and fell to the ground, Vitis rushed out of the dark. 

The last Marcomannic soldier turned around as if to find a way to escape, and Garux grabbed his sword wrist and punched him. Blood gushed out of the man’s mouth and nose. As he tried to raise his sword, Garux kicked him in the stomach, grabbed his head, and slammed it against the tree trunk. The man staggered and fell, dropping the sword. 

The meadow filled with other tribespeople. They encircled the man, who lay on his back with his hands raised, like a dog facing a wolf pack. Vitis pulled his spear out of the other man’s chest and handed it to Garux. 

Arvasia knew the man was about to die, and she couldn’t help feeling sorry for him. Celts rarely took prisoners, though, and the man would have surely raped and murdered her if he’d had the chance. Besides, he was lucky: If the druidess had been there, she would have ordered he was taken back to town, smeared with tar, and burned alive in a wicker cage as an offering to the gods. 

The tribespeople cheered when Garux raised the spear and ran it through the man’s throat. The man groaned and fell silent. 

Garux pulled the spear out, handed it back to Vitis, and walked to Arvasia. As she hugged him, she felt that the horrors of the night were finally over. 

Then Seneusia placed her hand on Arvasia’s shoulder and asked, “Where is Rawena?”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER SEVEN
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Rawena had felt Arvasia’s tears fall on her face. She had seen her and Garux twitch at the sound coming from the bushes and run from the attackers. She had heard the faint sounds of the skirmish. Then a long silence came, and she stared at the full moon, trying to understand. The moon stared back at her through the branches of an oak tree, offering no answers. 

Something rustled by the creek, and Rawena feared that Pandemia would come and snatch her. The rustle ended, and a moment later, numerous footsteps came from the other side of the woods.

Her mother rushed into Rawena’s field of view and dropped to her knees, wailing. Rawena felt her mother’s warm, trembling hands against her cheeks. Arvasia kneeled beside Seneusia, and Garux followed suit. Many tribesmen gathered around them, and Rawena saw, heard, and even smelled them all. 

But she was dead. Wasn’t she? 

She had to be, as she had thrust Garux’s dagger into her heart. So why did her soul still linger inside her body? 

Fear crept through her mind when she guessed the truth: Pandemia had brought her back to life. But why? As punishment for the broken promise? 

But it wasn’t my fault! Rawena wanted to scream, but she had lost control over the muscles in her mouth and throat. She wanted to look toward the creek to make sure Pandemia wasn’t coming, but she couldn’t move her eyes. Would her body return to life? Or would her soul spend eternity inside a corpse? 

Rawena noticed her sister was contemplating her with alarm. 

“Look at her eyes,” Arvasia whispered. “Staring at us, almost as if she were alive!”

Seneusia kept sobbing, and Garux stroked Arvasia’s hair. 

Resentment flushed through Rawena’s soul. 

“I can’t stand it,” Arvasia said. She stretched her hand out toward Rawena’s eyes, but Seneusia slapped her wrist, and Arvasia put her hand back down. 

“Don’t you know that only the druidess can close the eyes of the dead, innocent girl?” Seneusia told Arvasia, her voice drowning in tears. “It brings bad luck to the deceased’s spirit if anyone else does it. Let her be, Arvasia.” 

“She does look alive,” Garux murmured, peering into Rawena’s eyes. “But there’s nothing we can do to bring her back.” 

The sorrow in Garux’s voice filled Rawena with happiness. Her desperate act had made him realize how much she loved him, and he would return her feelings. They could become lovers yet! 

Seneusia wiped her tears and asked, “Who did this to her?”

Rawena saw Arvasia and Garux exchange a nervous glance. 

“It was those Marcomannic bastards, Mam,” Arvasia said. “We tried to help her, but they killed her and chased us into the woods.” 

Liar! Rawena screamed in her head. Why don’t you tell Mother that you stole my future husband?

“So she died in a fight—the most honorable death,” Seneusia said. She sounded stronger, and her tears dried. “My poor girl has earned a commendable status in the Otherworld.” 

The last word made Rawena’s mind squirm with fear. The Otherworld was the home of unearthly monsters. Did they torture those who ended their own lives? And, when they were done with her, would Pandemia come for her and drag her back into the swamp? 

Seneusia sniffled and sighed. “We must rejoice that her attacker is dead.” 

“That’s true, Seneusia,” Garux replied. “What’s more, I’m sure it was the one you killed.” 

That clever lie surprised Rawena. She hoped the other two Marcomanni had also died. Apart from being invaders, they had probably led Garux here while stalking her and Arvasia. If it wasn’t for the Marcomanni, Arvasia would have been in the swamp, and Rawena would be free to seduce Garux. Besides, it was the Marcomanni who had chased Rawena into the claws of that horrid Pandemia. 

Seneusia stood up and glanced around. “Let’s take my girl out of here. Let us go back to town before more Marcomanni come.” 

Vitis and two other men stepped forward and helped Garux lift Rawena. She wanted to blink or twitch her fingers to show them she was alive, for she feared they would bury her alive in a black, dank grave. Her every muscle was paralyzed, though, as if death had claimed everything but her mind. 

* * *
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FUNERALS WERE A GRAND occasion in the tribe. In the winter, the dead were displayed in their houses for seven days, surrounded by burning candles, mourning relatives, and commiserating visitors. Although they had buried Rawena on the morning following her death so she wouldn’t rot in the summer heat, they sent her to the Otherworld with all the usual fanfares and ceremonies. Rawena was laid to her grave in her finest clothes and jewelry, with candles and bowls of food and drink to make her journey more pleasant. 

But Pandemia wouldn’t let her leave.

As night fell, the rat-goddess swam across the swamp and stopped by the putrid waterfall. She scratched her golden hair with her long fingernails and sniffed. Shutting her eyes, she concentrated on the location of the town’s burial ground until a tunnel cracked open in front of her. She dashed into the tunnel and ran on all fours underneath the forest.  

When she arrived in Rawena’s grave, Pandemia sniffed Rawena’s body and the food she’d been buried with. She lifted her hands, and a shaft opened to the surface, sideways to avoid three large granite slabs and a mound of white stones that covered the grave. 

She stuck her head out of the shaft. The night air smelled of dogs and freshly dug earth. The burial ground resembled a vast, walled pasture, with barrows of white stones standing around like desolate sheep to mark the resting places of the dead. Some stones had grayed with age, but Rawena’s barrow glistened like a pile of pearls in the sickly moonlight. 

Pandemia returned into the grave, grabbed Rawena, and dragged her through the shaft. As they emerged, crickets stopped singing, and plants withered. A dog skulked toward them. Pandemia hissed, and the dog yelped, turned around, and ran. She giggled as it leaped over the creek that separated the town from the burial ground and disappeared in the shadows of the first houses. 

She turned to Rawena and removed her funeral shroud. Rawena looked just as she had when Pandemia had met her, only with less color on her face and more jewelry around her neck and wrists. 

Pandemia rubbed the hem of Rawena’s underdress, admiring its softness. Then she pulled up Rawena’s eyelids. 

The moonlight fell on Rawena’s pupils, and they contracted. Her chest heaved. She opened her mouth and gasped for air as if she’d just emerged from underwater. As Pandemia balled the shroud and threw it into the grave, Rawena moaned and lifted her head. 

* * *
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THE MEMORIES OF HER funeral slithered into Rawena’s mind and made her fight for air. She remembered Garux and his friends carrying her to an open shrine on a wooden platform by the creek, to the shrill keening of the tribe’s women. They still hadn’t closed her eyes at that point, and she had seen Mother and Arvasia toss their jewelry into the creek as an offering for Rawena’s safe passage from the world of the living.

Druidess Agira had slain a goose while beseeching the horse-goddess Epona to lead Rawena’s spirit to the Otherworld. Then the druidess had bent over her, put her toothless mouth near Rawena’s ear, and whispered. 

For a moment, Rawena had thought Agira knew she was alive. Then she recalled that the druids always whispered to the dead to guide them toward the goddess Epona. As she didn’t understand a word, Rawena suspected the whispering was just an empty rite. When Agira closed Rawena’s eyes, though, Rawena lost consciousness as if her spirit had truly departed. 

As she now sat up and squinted at the burial ground and the moonlit houses squatting behind the creek, she wondered what she was still doing in this world. A scream escaped her lips when she noticed Pandemia crouching beside her. 

Pandemia chirped and squeaked. “Welcome back, darling. You and I need to have a chat.”

Rawena shuddered and asked, “What happened?” 

Pandemia giggled. “I dug you up and brought you back to life.” 

“W-why? What do you want from me?” 

Pandemia scratched her ear and licked her split lip. “You didn’t think I would let you die of a stab wound, did you, darling?” She peered deep into Rawena’s eyes and hissed. “You broke your promise and marred my plans!” 

Pandemia reached for her neck. Rawena gasped, thinking that Pandemia wanted to strangle her, but the rat-goddess was only interested in Rawena’s opal necklace. She tilted the opal so it shone in the moonlight, and then she lowered her head and sniffed around it. The stench coming from her golden hair brought back memories of the swamp and made Rawena’s stomach turn. 

Pandemia let go of the necklace and lifted her head. “Have I told you I made you immortal?” 

Rawena felt fever creep into her brain to boil it. Since she was little, she had dreaded the day when she would wither and die, and she had often dreamed of eternal life. However, immortality bestowed by a rat-goddess could only mean endless misery. 

Pandemia rubbed her hands. “Oh, yes! You can only die when someone cuts off your head or burns you to ashes. What do you think of that?” 

“Why did you do that? What do you want?” 

“You convinced me to spare you, darling, and you promised to bring me another human. I agreed, but you failed—so you have to take that human’s place.”  

Rawena gasped. “What are you talking about?”  

Pandemia giggled and scratched her ear. “You’ll soon find out. Everyone will!” 

Rawena winced at the triumphant tone in Pandemia’s voice. “What are you going to do to me?” she demanded, her soul twisting with fear. “What? What?” 

Pandemia leaned forward so her nose nearly touched Rawena’s. Rawena noticed for the first time that fine white hair covered her face. 

“You remember what happened to you in the swamp, don’t you?” Pandemia asked. “You remember the poison that made your legs swell and erupt in blisters? I let you survive and heal, but the poison still cruises your blood, dormant yet ready to strike.” Pandemia squealed with laughter. “It’s called the plague, darling, plague or pestilence. When unleashed, it floats through the air and kills everyone who swallows it.” 

A cloud passed over the moon, and Pandemia’s face became a gray smudge in the sudden blackness. When the moon floated away, and Pandemia came back into focus, Rawena noticed that her eyes had grown hard and cold. 

“Now listen!” Pandemia said, leaning even closer and making Rawena recoil. “You’ll cross the creek, return to your town, and spread the plague among your tribe. Then you’ll take a long journey and infect every person, town, and nation you see along the way.” 

“No!” Rawena screeched. “Never!” 

Pandemia scoffed. “But you must, darling. If you don’t, I’ll turn you into an eternal rat and trap you forever in my swamp.” 

That notion brought bile into Rawena’s throat. “Please, no,” she begged, digging her nails into the scabs on her forearm. “Not that!”

“Then do as I told you.”

“Please don’t make me do this,” Rawena pleaded. Blood trickled from her forearm and dribbled onto the skirt of her underdress. 

“There’s no other way, darling,” Pandemia said patiently. “You see, shortly before you died, I visited the future and saw what humans did to my subjects. And I still shudder whenever I recall all the atrocities. Yours is a horrid species—and it must disappear. 

“It will be more merciful to get rid of you humans now while you are still scarce, and believe me, nobody will miss you. If I don’t stop you, you will breed and breed, and invent ways to make your life easier . . . while killing all my subjects and perhaps all other animals.” 

Rawena burst into tears. She grasped her hair, pulled at it, and wailed in despair. Although she heard herself plead with Pandemia, she hardly understood her own words. 

In the back of her mind, she understood Pandemia’s resentment. Rawena detested seeing cut trees, animals dying in traps, and furs adorning people’s bodies. She guessed that animals would hate mankind for murdering them and destroying their habitat—if they were vicious like humans and could feel hatred. 

One day, people might really kill all that was alive with their cruelty and laziness. And yet, she couldn’t stand the thought that she had been chosen to wipe them out. 

Rawena stopped wailing and gibbering when Pandemia’s hand touched her head. She blinked away her tears and saw, to her surprise, that Pandemia’s eyes brimmed with compassion. 

“I like you, Rawena,” Pandemia said. “And I can’t see you like this. Calm down, darling, and we will think of something.” 

Pandemia waited for Rawena to stop sobbing. Then she said, “We can become best friends now that you are also deathless and pestilential. And since best friends deserve a chance, I’m willing to make a compromise.” 

She fell silent and stared. 

Rawena sniveled, and asked, “A compromise?” 

Pandemia giggled and said, “Let’s play a little game: You will be harmless and deathless, but the pestilence will lay dormant in your blood. And since you died of a stab through your heart, the pestilence will awake whenever your heart is wounded.” 

Pandemia’s eyes glistened with excitement. “Yes, yes, I like this! If your heart is pierced again, you will become deadlier than a poisoned arrow. And you will have to infect someone’s food or drink with your pestilential blood to unleash an outbreak of the plague.” 

As she listened, Rawena chewed her tongue until it bled. Her head roared with a tempest of thoughts. So she was to become an immortal monster, a bearer of a deadly plague? Although she wanted to refuse, she feared the gruesome “game” was the best compromise the rat-goddess would offer. If she were careful, the pestilence might never be awakened. 

Pandemia frowned and scratched her ear. “Of course, the injury will paralyze you, and you will need time to get strong enough to infect someone.” She thought for a while, then she giggled and exclaimed, “I’ve got it! You died on a night of a lunar eclipse, so when your heart is pierced, you will have until the following lunar eclipse to get better and find your victim.” 

Rawena stared and said nothing. 

“It will be such an exciting game, darling.” Pandemia clapped her hands. “When someone pierces your heart, you must observe the moon, for the pestilence will only awaken on the following eclipse night. And on that very night, you must poison someone with your blood. Your victim will come down with the plague and die within days. But before that, he or she will infect everyone around.” 

Rawena prayed it would never happen. It was her own hand that had pierced her heart, so what were the chances that someone else would do it? If she lay low, nobody would attack her. 

Where on earth could she find safety, though? The woods brimmed with the Marcomanni, and she couldn’t go home now that they had buried her. The Celts dreaded spirits escaping from the Otherworld to cause evil in the world of the living. If Rawena returned, Druidess Agira might burn her as one of such spirits. 

Pandemia must have read her thoughts, for she said, “The swamp will be safe for you now, darling.” She smiled and rubbed her hands. “I told you we will become best friends, even sisters. And to show you how much I care for you, I’ll share my nest with you.” 

Rawena recoiled at the thought of returning to the swamp. She guessed that was why Pandemia hadn’t resurrected her before the funeral: she wanted the tribe to believe that Rawena was dead, so Rawena would have nowhere else to go. 

But what if she did return to the town? Rawena had nothing to live for, as Garux was with Arvasia, and only misery and destruction lurked in the future. Couldn’t she simply let the druidess release her through ritual flames? 

Pandemia frowned and hissed. “Don’t even think about it,” she snapped. “If you try to get yourself destroyed, the punishment will be the same as if your heart gets pierced and you fail to unleash the plague: I will turn you into a rat and trap you for eternity in the darkest corner of the swamp.” 

Rawena hung her head, realizing she could never escape Pandemia and her mad game. New tears cruised down her cheeks. 

Pandemia smiled and said in a gentle voice, “I know you are not the only one to blame, darling. I know that you couldn’t bring your sister to the swamp because Garux crossed your way. But don’t worry: he will get his punishment in due time!”

“No!” Rawena shrieked. “Please spare at least Garux. It was me who plunged the dagger into my—” 

Pandemia raised her hand to silence her. “I’ve made my decision, darling.” She giggled and added, “Garux will make our game much more interesting. If you come with me to the swamp, though, at least for a few days, I might show him some mercy.” 

Pandemia sprang to her feet, grabbed Rawena under her arm, and pulled her up. “Come along, my immortal sister. I will take you to safety!” 

Rawena had no choice but to follow Pandemia back into the grave. As they entered the tunnel and headed for the swamp, the shaft closed like a healed wound, and the crickets sang anew. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT




[image: image]


On the following morning, Garux went to the woods as usual. He managed to kill two hares, although he kept thinking about the eclipse night and hardly focused on the hunt.  

At times, he felt as though that night had never happened. The gory moonlight and the eyes shining by the creek had the attributes of a nightmare, as did the lifelike gleam in Rawena’s pupils. As he walked through the northern woods, clenching a spear in one hand and the dead hares in the other, Garux wondered whether she had really died. Then a rustle jolted him from his reverie. 

He halted and listened. The breeze brought the sound of voices, and the words weren’t Gaulish. 

Garux crept toward the sound and saw two men. They wore beige, sleeveless tunics, just like the men who had ambushed him and Arvasia. So the Marcomanni hadn’t left his tribe’s territory. That’s what everyone had feared.  

The two men walked in line, carrying a spear on their shoulders like pallbearers. A dead roe deer hung between them, its legs tied to the spear, its head swinging through the high grass. The men chatted in their strange, guttural language and paid no attention to their surroundings. Garux guessed they were returning to their encampment. And he decided to follow them. 

They were so loud he could keep well behind them and follow their voices. As he crept through ferns and underbrush, hiding behind trees whenever he thought they had halted, Garux wondered about their commander’s intentions. Was he going to attack and besiege the town? 

Garux’s bowels turned watery when he remembered the soldier lying on top of Arvasia. In case of invasion, something like that could happen again. And again. 

The voices led Garux deep into the northern woods. He realized they were approaching the hill where the tribe’s grandfathers had quarried stone for the town’s houses and fortifications, and where Rawena and Arvasia used to mine opals and amber. 

A little later, he smelled smoke. The quarry hill rose on the horizon. It resembled a pockmarked face, with pits and holes showing under a stubble of grass. Garux could only see its upper part over the trees, but the smoke could only mean the Marcomanni had encamped in the clearing under the hill. He rushed home to tell his tribe about his discovery. 

* * *
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CHIEFTAIN ATERAN REFUSED to admit Garux to the fort, where he held a banquet for the nobles, so Garux invited the commoners to the longhouse to share the bad news with them. Garux sat near the entrance, with Arvasia and Seneusia on each side, and with the two hares he’d killed lying on the table. Rawena’s death had shattered the women’s souls; the expression on their faces was similar to that of the hares. 

Many commoners were already there, seated on stools and benches around long oaken tables, playing dice and chatting. The longhouse was a large wooden building with small unglazed windows. Those who sat at the farther end were drowned in shadows, despite the torches blazing on the walls and candles flickering on the tables, but Garux had learned to recognize people by their outlines. 

Most of the gathered men wore checkered shirts and braies. Some of them had full beards like Garux while others sported drooping mustaches that nearly reached the table. The women wore colorful yet simple linen underdresses. The older ones had decorated their garments with jingling trinkets. The younger had weaved flowers into their plaits and braids. 

Since nobility usually hung around the fort, the longhouse was the place to grumble about Ateran’s chieftainship. As of late, however, a growing number of tattooed nobles also frequented the longhouse. They sat there today, too, in an isolated group yet showing their support for the opposition with their presence. It was an encouraging sight, especially since Ateran held that banquet at the fort. 

Garux frowned when he saw the captain, Horeus, sitting among them. Horeus was Ateran’s friend and second cousin, so why wasn’t he feasting with the chieftain’s supporters? Had he changed sides because of Ateran’s mishap in the woods? Everyone knew the chieftain had soiled himself. It was an embarrassment to the nobles, and oil for the flames of the opposition. 

As the army captain, Horeus would be an important ally, but Garux hated him for his arrogance . . . and for constantly leering at Arvasia. 

Men often eyed her, as she had a beautiful body, exotic black hair, and a gentle dark face, but they lowered their eyes when they saw Garux watch them. Horeus, however, ogled her all the more when Garux was near, his lips stretching in a proprietary smirk. That strengthened Garux’s dislike for Horeus, and all the rich and powerful. 

Today, Horeus paid no attention to Arvasia as he chatted to a nobleman who sat beside him. Only once did Garux catch him glancing their way. It seemed that Horeus looked at him rather than at Arvasia, though, and Garux wondered whether he had come to spy. 

The longhouse filled quickly, with those who came late scattering around in search of free stools. A stout man rolled in a barrel of beer, which he’d brewed out of fermented wheat. 

Garux lifted the two hares and called to the man, “Hey there, Atrec. Pour my friends as much beer as these hares are worth, will you?” 

The Celts had their coins, similar to those of the Romans and Grecians, except that they featured horses rather than eagles and lions. They only used them for large, intertribal transactions, though, and all the trading within the town was done in the form of barter. 

Atrec came over, raised the hares toward a torch for a better look, and said, “Sure. These fat boys can get you a few tankards.”

An old woman who sat across the table licked her lips. Her husband reached over to pat Garux’s shoulder. 

A little later, Atrec’s buxom wife brought the beer. Garux didn’t know what to do with his eyes when she bent over and placed a tankard on the table. He knew that the tops of her large breasts were showing as usual. Although he would normally take a peek, he suspected that Arvasia was watching, so he rubbed the back of his neck and stared at the table as if he wanted to count all its knots and lines. 

He knew he had to be stronger when it came to women. At times, he had the horrible feeling that Rawena might have killed herself because his staring at her naked breasts had given her false hope. He shuddered at the thought that Seneusia might discover it was his dagger that had plunged into Rawena’s heart. 

Once the beer had been served, Garux stood and called, “Listen to me for a moment, my friends. I’ve got important news.” 

As he told them about what he had discovered, all smiles froze on the faces around the tables. The dice stopped rolling, and stunned silence flushed all chattering out of the longhouse. 

“Instead of marching on northward, as we might have hoped, the Marcomanni have settled in our territory,” Garux continued. “And we can safely expect Chieftain Ateran to do what he always does: nothing. He will hide in the fort and hope that Marcomanni will go away . . . which they probably won’t.” 

Garux looked at Horeus, who rubbed his tattooed cheek and stared back. Garux knew his words could get him killed, and yet he couldn’t stop now that everyone’s life was at stake. “Ateran should have sent scouts to the woods to see whether the Marcomanni departed. Instead, he wanted to ban us from leaving. And that’s almost as bad as treason!”

The commoners shouted their assent. The nobles nodded and murmured. Horeus shifted and fidgeted. 

Vitis came over and clasped Garux’s shoulder. “Well said!” he shouted to the crowd. “Ateran is weak, inept, and indecisive. What’s worse, his cowardice throws a shadow of shame over our tribe and puts us all in danger.” 

Vitis smiled as if he had an idea. Then he said, “We should have a new chieftain, someone who is proactive and courageous. And the new chieftain should be Garux.” 

Garux’s jaw dropped in surprise. Although he had been among the first to defy Ateran, and his courage on the eclipse night had gained him respect, he was just a hunter, and common people never became chiefs or druids. 

His amazement grew when about half of the commoners cheered and clapped their hands. Others, especially the elders, frowned in confusion, and Garux guessed they weren’t ready for such a radical change. Arvasia looked at him with admiration, and Seneusia smiled, for the first time since Rawena’s death. Despite that, he wasn’t sure he would like to be a chieftain as he had always thought all people should be equal.  

The nobles whispered among themselves. Horeus got up and walked outside, slowly and casually, but with tension tightening his lips. Garux guessed he would soon return with Ateran and his demented bodyguard Uxur. 

“Friends, friends,” Garux called, lifting his hands for silence. “I’m sure many of you would make better chieftains than I do, but that’s not the point. We have to discuss what to do about the Marcomanni. Any suggestions?” 

A murmured debate surged around the tables, and Garux often glanced at the door. 

“Someone should break into their camp and murder their damned king Marobod,” a female carpenter shouted from the back. 

An elderly fletcher shook his head. “The traders say Marobod is happy with his seat in Eastern Bohemia and doesn’t want more wars. I bet it’s Ortaver, his cousin and high commander who brought the troops here. I heard that Ortaver speaks fluent Gaulish—but he hates all Celts to death.”

“That’s because he grew up as a hostage in a Gaulish tribe that had killed his parents,” a former soldier said. “And ever since his escape a few years ago, he’s been after the Celts.” 

“All Marcomanni are land-grabbing bastards,” said a retired weaver, one of the oldest women in the tribe. “I bet they want to take over entire Bohemia and unify their seat in the east with the Germanic lands in the west.” 

“And we are right in the middle,” Arvasia said, anger seeping into her voice. 

“But how do you know the Marcomanni are going to attack us?” a blacksmith asked. “They must have seen the path to our town as they marched up the merchant road. Why did they pass it and went on to the quarry?” 

“Maybe they are just resting before going to Germania?” a trapper offered. 

“Or waiting for reinforcements to finish us off more easily,” Garux said. 

That comment unleashed a fiery debate. Garux expected the outspoken Seneusia would give her opinion, but she stared into oblivion, plowing once again through her world of sorrow and bereavement. 

He was about to ask her whether she was well when a group of children rushed inside and shouted, “Caca-run is coming!” 

The people tensed. Caca-run was a moniker the children had invented for Ateran after learning about his unhinged backdoor. 

“Is Horeus coming, too?” Vitis asked. 

“Yes. And a lot of tattooed grownups!” 

The longhouse fell silent, except for the crackling of Atrec’s cooking fire. Two dogs barked outside. Sparrows chirped in the trees, and a cow bellowed in the pastures. 

Ateran rushed into the longhouse, along with Uxur, Horeus, and about forty noblemen. As there wasn’t enough room for them, they lined the wall. Garux spotted more spiked heads and tattooed faces outside: the nobles had barred the exit. 

“What’s going on here?” Ateran squealed, fuming and glaring at the crowd. 

“We want a new chieftain!” an apprentice tanner called from the back. A cheer rose toward the ceiling. 

Ateran trembled with fury. His giant nostrils opened and closed like the mouths of two stranded fish.  

When the ruckus faded, Garux told him, “Never mind that now. We need to discuss ways to deal with the Marcomannic crisis.” 

“The crisis is none of your business, you greasy bastard!” Ateran shouted. “How dare you, scum, meddle with the affairs of the nobles?” 

“Affairs of the nobles?” Garux boomed. “Are you saying the problem doesn’t concern the whole tribe? On the contrary! I’m sure the common people would be the first to starve and suffer in case of a siege!”

The patrons thumped the tables to express their agreement. 

“Don’t vex him, Garux, or he’ll release a brown monster!” the apprentice tanner called, and the crowd erupted in laughter. A few days ago, the commoners would have thought twice about laughing in the chieftain’s face. Now they had lost all restraint. 

Garux was relieved that Uxur hollered when he saw everybody else laugh. The ogre would make no trouble, at least not now. 

Ateran was saying something but nobody heard him over the noise. 

Horeus roared, “Shut up and let your chieftain speak, you scum!”

An old widow with a whiskered chin stood up and called to the crowd, “Yes, let’s hear Ateran out.” Then she smirked and added, “Let’s see what comes out of him this time!” 

Another salvo of laughter burst forth in the longhouse. 

Horeus shouted over the raucous crowd, “That’s it! Vitis and the other soldiers! Come over here!”

Vitis whistled, reached for a tankard, and took a long drought as if he hadn’t heard. 

Horeus’s ugly face turned red. He stomped his foot and roared. “Vitis! Summon the other soldiers at once! It’s an order from your captain.” 

“All the other soldiers are already sitting here, you ass,” the carpenter shouted. 

Horeus roared and drew his sword. He glared at the carpenter, but as he was too far from him, he turned his rage to Vitis. “You insubordinate dog!” he screamed, raising the sword. 

Garux reached for his dagger, fearing that Horeus would attack Vitis. Instead, Horeus brought the blade down on the tankard. Fragments of broken pottery rained on Vitis’s face and chest along with a splash of beer. 

Vitis drew his dagger, as did Garux and most of the other commoners. The stools scraped against the floor as they rose. The nobles by the wall drew their swords. The two factions glared at each other in silence.

Ateran shouted in a trembling, hysterical voice, “How dare you, scum, insult your chieftain and the nobility? How dare you threaten us with your filthy daggers? I’ll order my men to lay torches to this stinking place and destroy the greasy vermin that plagues this tribe!” 

Ateran’s nostrils flared so much it seemed his nose would take off. He kept shouting and flailing his hands, unaware that everyone’s attention had shifted to look past him. Garux held his breath when the nobles behind Ateran parted and made way. It could only mean one thing. 

A moment later, Druidess Agira shuffled in. Her white hair streamed over her shoulders; her large, deep-set eyes flashed with fury. As she shambled to the yelling Ateran, the nobles and commoners sheathed their weapons.

Agira poked Ateran’s back with her cane, making him jump up like a hare. He turned around, cringed, and pressed his hands against his ears so she couldn’t twist them. She lowered the cane, grasped it in both hands—and rammed its butt end into the toes of his foot.

Ateran howled with pain. The commoners cheered, and even many nobles snickered. 

“Nanny!” Ateran squealed. “My foot!” 

“I crap on your foot, worm,” she snapped, leaning on her cane to increase the pressure. “Although I heard you already did it yourself. Now you’d better tell me why you threaten people like this, huh? What was all that talk about burning the longhouse?”

“Those rebellious bastards want to overthrow me!” Ateran said in a high-pitched voice, his fat jowls trembling in pain. 

“Don’t squeal!” Agira screeched. “Can you honestly say you blame them?” 

She released his foot but slapped the back of his head as if to make sure he didn’t think he was safe from her. Then she turned to Garux. “And you are the leader of the rebels?” 

“L-l-leader of the rebels?” Garux stammered as he glanced around. A sea of encouraging nods, smiles, and winks, made him say, “I suppose I am, druidess. But I don’t want to depose your grandson. I just—”

“Step forward,” Agira interrupted. 

Garux complied. The top of her head only reached his chest, but she awed him as if she were an armed giant. Although he expected her to twist his ear or crush his toes, she raised her hand, grabbed his beard, and pulled his face close to hers. Her cloudy, celestial eyes peered at him from folds of white, dying skin. Powerful energy flowed from her pupils and embraced his skull. Her mind prodded deep into his.  

“A handsome young rascal,” she said, releasing his beard. “And lucky! So you have seen the Marcomannic worms?” 

“Yes, druidess,” he said. “They are encamped by the quarry.” 

Agira nodded. “I’ve also seen them,” she said, “albeit only in my mind. They have razed all the towns, posts, and villages in the south, and now they have reached our territory. I bet the bastard Ortaver wants to take over every place along the merchant road, and then the whole of Bohemia, including us.” 

That confirmed Garux’s suspicions. He said, “That could only mean they are waiting for reinforcements, druidess. Our town is one of the largest on the road, and the Marcomanni must have lost many men during the battles in the south. They must have also left soldiers to keep control over the occupied towns and posts, so they are now shorthanded.” 

Agira nodded. “That’s feasible. And I bet you are thinking of attacking them, aren’t you?”

Garux rubbed the back of his neck. “I think it’s the only solution, druidess.”

Agira chuckled. “A handsome rascal, indeed. But a little foolhardy. Do you even know how strong they are?” 

“How strong? Well, I don’t know,” Garux blurted. “But since they seem to be waiting for reinforcements to attack or besiege our town, they must be weak.” 

“But you don’t know how many they are, exactly? And when the reinforcements are coming?” 

“He knows nothing, Nanny,” Ateran shouted. “He’s just a greasy fool!” 

Agira shot him a murderous look, and Ateran shut his mouth. She turned back to Garux. “If you are missing this crucial information, why do you want to attack them?” 

“If we attack now, we will have fewer enemies to deal with when the reinforcements come,” Garux said. “If we disperse them, the reinforcements might not even find them, and Ortaver’s plan will fall through. But if we do nothing and wait, we’re done for.” 

“We will be fine!” Ateran dared protest. “Nobody can scale the cliff and reach our town from the river. And the battlements protect us everywhere else. It’s safer to stay here and keep quiet.” 

“But what if they lay siege to the town?” Garux replied. “What would we do then?” 

“We withstood the Hermunduri siege fifty years ago,” Agira said. “Perhaps we can do the same?” She turned to Garux, and he realized she treated him as an equal, the leader of the opposition. 

Horeus jumped in. “That’s right! We are perfectly self-sufficient. We’ve got enough cattle and supplies to last for months.” 

“But—what will we do once the months are over?” Garux asked. “Besides, the summer has been hot and dry, and the well is empty. If the Marcomanni thought of diverting the creek away from our town, we would die of thirst in days.” 

“You know nothing about warfare, pup!” Horeus snapped. He emphasized the last word, although he was less than ten years older than Garux and had never lived through a siege. 

Agira raised her hand. “That’s enough! Chatter and arguments won’t drag us out of this trouble. I will try to perform a rite to learn the enemy’s exact strength and intentions. But as the stars are not always favorable, someone should go to their camp and see for themselves.” 

Agira looked at Horeus, who averted his eyes. She ignored Ateran and turned to Garux. 

“I will go gladly, druidess,” Garux said, thinking he should have done it when the hunters had led him to the quarry earlier that day. 

The commoners cheered, and Arvasia and Seneusia beamed with pride. Ateran and Horeus smirked, as did most of the other nobles who had been close enough to hear the conversation. 

Agira turned to Garux and nodded. “You will leave tomorrow morning, you brave little rascal. If you bring a satisfactory report, we will decide what to do.” She patted his forearm and added, “May the gods keep you safe.” 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER NINE
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Horeus had been close to Ateran since they were children, and when the chieftain sent for him later that day, Horeus guessed what he wanted. And he didn’t know what to think. 

As the army captain, he often thrashed offending soldiers and helped his half-brother Uxur to bully troublemakers into obedience. As of late, he had also spied on the opposition, just like he had in the longhouse. Murder, though, murder was much more serious.

Horeus frowned when he sent the messenger boy away and walked through the dusk up toward the fort. Then he glanced at Arvasia’s and Seneusia’s house, and he realized that killing that rebellious bastard Garux would solve more than one problem. As he headed for the fort’s ramparts, he decided to accept Ateran’s request. 

The two soldiers who guarded the gate didn’t bother to stand to attention when he reached them. They leaned against the wall and looked away as he passed. 

“Dogs!” he growled. He swore that after the death of their leader, he would whip his army—and all the tribe’s unruly scum—back under control.

Horeus stomped over a wooden bridge that spanned the moat and entered the fort through a large, arched door. All was quiet on the first floor, where a long hallway led to the prison cell, the jailers’ chamber, storerooms, and the granary. He climbed a winding stairway to the second floor, which had the banquet hall and the bedchambers of the chieftain and his closest family. He knew Ateran would wait for him in the banquet hall, as he did whenever he wanted to discuss something in secret. 

Just like the longhouse, the hall was a large room with long tables and benches under a thatched roof. However, the walls were not made of wood planks but massive stones, oiled parchment covered the windows, and the benches had comfortable backrests. Instead of beer and mead, the fort’s patrons usually feasted on imported wine. 

The tables still brimmed with dirty plates and goblets from today’s banquet. Bones and spilled wine littered the floor. 

Uxur sat at the head table, picking his nose and pretending to be drinking out of an empty goblet. Ateran stood alone by a narrow window, his hands clasped behind his back. Horeus smirked when Ateran jumped at the sound of his footsteps. It was shameful the chieftain was such a coward. But since Ateran depended on Horeus and was easy to manipulate, he was the best leader Horeus could wish for. 

Ateran turned around, sighing in relief to see Horeus. “I have a special task for you, cousin.” 

Horeus raised his eyebrow. 

“I want you to follow that dog Garux to the Marcomannic encampment.” Ateran looked around as if to make sure nobody else was there. Although Uxur couldn’t even understand them, Ateran leaned toward Horeus and whispered, “And I want you to make sure he never reaches it.” 

Horeus pretended to be appalled. “You’re asking me to murder him?” 

“Yes, damn it. Garux is a careless hothead. He would surely get caught, and if they tortured him, he would tell them everything about our strength and defense.”

Horeus knew Ateran was more concerned about Garux taking over the chieftainship. He wondered how could the dimwitted Ateran come up with such an excuse. 

“I’m the army captain,” Horeus said, trying to sound righteous. “I have to enforce order, not break it. Besides, the druidess would burn me alive if she found out.” Only his last concern was genuine. 

“That old bitch Agira will know nothing,” Ateran snapped. He didn’t raise his voice, though, and his eyes glided around the hall again. 

“How can you guarantee that?” Horeus asked. “She might know more than we think. Why, she might be even spying on us right now through a rite.” 

“That old corpse can’t see the tip of her wrinkled nose,” Ateran whispered. “Remember, she threatened to turn me into a hog if I—” Ateran blushed and cleared his throat. “Anyway, she never did. She’s a fraud, I tell you. At times she has visions. And at times they come true. But that’s all.” 

“Still, the risk is too great.” 

“She will never find out,” Ateran snapped. “Nobody will.”

“But what about my conscience?” Horeus put on a troubled look. “How can I face the Otherworld if I burden my soul with murder?” 

“We are facing a rebellion, damn it. We have the right to execute our enemies.” 

“Execute, not murder.” Horeus put his hands behind his back and turned to the window. “Really, Ateran, what you’re asking is too dreadful. You can’t possibly expect me to do something like that. At least not without proper compensation.” 

Ateran scowled. “What do you want? You know the trade has dwindled because of the Marcomannic invasion of Eastern Bohemia. My coffer is almost empty.” 

Horeus laughed. “What I want won’t cost you anything, my dear, stingy cousin.” 

“No? What is it, then?” 

They both twitched when Uxur started banging the table with the goblet. 

“Shut up, you swine!” Ateran screamed. 

Uxur froze and arched his lips as if he would cry. Then he lifted the goblet above his head and peeled off a cockroach he had smashed. He grinned and popped the cockroach in his mouth. 

Horeus spat on the floor in disgust. He turned to Ateran and took a deep breath. “You were asking what I want . . . Well, I want Arvasia.” 

“What?” 

Horeus nodded. He had never cared for common girls, but Arvasia drew him mad with her black hair and swarthy skin, and a flame of passion burning in her dark eyes. He guessed that, behind her quiet façade, she was as wild and stubborn as Rawena and Seneusia, and he longed to discover those hidden traits—and tame them. 

A dark pit had opened in his soul when she had disappeared on the eclipse night, and he couldn’t stop thinking about her ever since. He had often dreamed of tying her hands, ripping her clothes off, and exploring her body. And if she were his wife, he could do that every night . . . until he tired of her.

He had been jealous of Arvasia’s love for Garux. But Garux would soon be out of the way. 

“So you want that greasy common bitch.” Ateran shrugged. “Go get her, then. You have my permission.” 

Horeus shook his head. “You don’t understand, Ateran. I want more than your permission.” 

Ateran frowned and said nothing. 

“You see, cousin,” Horeus said, staring out the window again, “as a chieftain, you have the hereditary right to force maidens into strategic marriages to seal the peace, form alliances, or reward brave warriors.” 

Ateran scoffed. “Nobody has executed that right for decades. Not even my grandfather did, as far as I know.” 

“That doesn’t mean you can’t do it, does it? Aren’t you a powerful chieftain?” 

Ateran winced, and Horeus saw he had hit a sore spot. Ateran knew he was the weakest chieftain in the tribe’s history, but he still hoped that nobody else had realized that. 

“Of course I can do it!” Ateran snapped. “But why do you want to marry her? If you kill Garux, you can simply drag her to the woods and have your way with her. You can even do it right here, for all I care.” 

Horeus shook his head. “That wouldn’t be the same, cousin. I want to have complete control over her. I want to do whatever I want with her without having to look over my shoulder. And only you, chieftain, have the power to make everyone acknowledge me as her master.” 

Ateran’s fat cheeks puffed with self-importance. “Then so be it,” he said, trying to add depth and gravity to his high-pitched voice. “If Garux never comes back, I’ll make Arvasia your wife.” 

“Then we have a deal! But what about her mother, Seneusia?” 

Ateran laughed. “Don’t you worry. That mouthy bitch won’t be in the way.” 

* * *
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ON THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Garux strode toward the enemy camp. He turned north on the merchant road and headed for a path that split deep into the woods and led to the quarry hill. The hoof prints, heaps of dung, and ruts from the wheels of heavy carts that marked the path looked several days old: the reinforcements hadn’t arrived.

Garux’s heart raced as he walked up the path. Soon he might run into a Marcomannic sentinel and fight for his life again.  

The druidess said that in her youth, this kind of danger had occurred almost every day. The tribe had engaged in endless skirmishing against their Germanic neighbors and even joined other Celts in battles against Roman centurions. Many Celtic tribes had returned to Gaul and left Agira’s town isolated, though, and the chieftain, Agira’s late husband, had turned his attention from warfare to trade. 

Until the eclipse night, Garux hadn’t done anything more dangerous than hunting a bear, and he felt lucky he had grown up in peace. Although he would happily go on living his old, pacific life, the tribe’s only chance for survival was dispersing the first wave of intruders. 

As he neared the quarry, he realized he was too exposed on the wide path. He was about to plunge into the undergrowth and walk on the path’s fringe. But it was too late. 

Garux twitched when the beat of hoofs thundered behind his back. As he turned for the woods, sharp pain blasted through his shoulder. An arrow had bored deep into his flesh. 

He glanced at the attacker, expecting to see a Marcomannic soldier. To his shock, he saw spiky hair and a tattooed face. The attacker raised the bow again. Another arrow struck Garux’s chest just as he recognized Horeus. 

Pain clenched and deadened his upper body. Garux had a dagger and a battleax, but he couldn’t move his hands and reach for them. His legs still worked, though, and he staggered toward the nearest thicket. 

The hoofs thudded closer and closer. Horeus leaned toward him from the saddle, brandishing a long sword. The last thing Garux felt was the sharp blade sinking into his neck.
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CHAPTER TEN
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Black clouds brought early dusk that evening. It started to rain at midnight, and the crickets were quiet. Cows lowed despondently in the drenched pastures; dogs took shelter in the empty longhouse. 

Horeus’s heart raced with thrill as he led Ateran and Uxur toward the only lit house in town. Horeus came from a family of army captains, and his grandfathers had killed men and ravished women almost daily. Although he had been captain for over a decade, Horeus’s life had been dull and peaceful. Earlier that day, he had finally let his sword taste human flesh. Now he was about to make the first step toward the ravishing part of a soldier’s life. 

Horeus tiptoed forward and peeked through the window. Seneusia and Arvasia sat by a blazing fire, and he sneered at their troubled looks. They fretted over Garux, and only he and Ateran knew that Garux would never come back. Horeus had given Garux such a masterful blow with the sword he had nearly severed his head. He had left him to die in a pool of blood. 

Ever since his return, Horeus had been watching the two women. They had often gone to the gate to see whether Garux was coming. Now they were alone in the house, defenseless and hidden from the eyes of the other tribespeople. 

He drew his sword, and Ateran nudged the drooling Uxur, who grinned and hefted a giant woodcutter’s ax. Horeus kicked the door open, ran into the house, and leveled his sword at Arvasia. Uxur followed and raised his ax above Seneusia’s head. 

Seneusia recoiled and squinted as if she expected a blow to her skull. When it never came, she bored her eyes into Ateran, who just walked in. “What is this all about?” she snapped. “How dare you?” 

“We are putting you under arrest,” Ateran said.  

“By what right?” Arvasia demanded. 

Ateran said nothing. 

“Is this a way to make an arrest, devious man?” Seneusia asked, glancing up at the giant Uxur and his ax. “What did we do?” 

Horeus liked the fire in her eyes. She had the same features as Arvasia, and the wideness of her hips and the lines around her eyes only added to her charm. With a bit of luck, he could have both mother and daughter. Now that he’d gotten away with murder, he saw himself above the law. 

“We saw you milling around the gate all evening,” Ateran replied. “We have a strong reason to believe you’re plotting to go look for Garux. That could alert the Marcomanni, so I decided to place you in prison to make sure you don’t leave the town.” 

Horeus smirked, for this excuse had been his idea. At times, his cleverness amazed him. 

Arvasia opened her mouth and took a deep breath. Fearing she would call for help and cause a riot, Horeus punched her face. As he fell on top of her and clasped his hand over her mouth, he felt more powerful than ever before. Even more than when he had murdered Garux. 

From the corner of his eye, Horeus saw Uxur dropping the ax and pouncing down on Seneusia. Horeus turned Arvasia over and pinned her face against the dirt floor to muffle her screams. Ateran pressed her hands together and tied her wrists with a leather string. Horeus stuck a rag into her mouth.

Uxur was strangling Seneusia, and Ateran and Horeus had to shove him away from her so he wouldn’t kill her. Once they had also bound and gagged her, they pulled the women out of their house. Under the cover of rainy blackness, they led them to the fort.

Horeus had ordered that only one soldier stood by the fort’s gate that night while the other patrolled the town’s battlements. The soldier Horeus had posted by the fort was a dimwitted adolescent bully who still idolized Ateran, and who gawked and stood to attention when they reached the gate. 

“We caught these bitches sneaking out of town,” Horeus told him. “Since that rebellious swine Garux hasn’t come back, we believe he’s joined the enemy. And these sluts wanted to join them as well.”

The guard gaped at the women, who shook their heads and screamed muffled protests through their gags. 

Horeus clasped his hand over the guard’s chin and turned his head toward him. “We’re at war, son. If you tell a soul that we’ve got them, you’ll be executed for treason, do you understand?” 

The guard gulped and nodded. Horeus shoved him aside and led the way through the gate. They dragged the women across the moat and into the fort. They pushed them into a bare cell with an arched ceiling. The rain hummed beyond a small window and echoed eerily among grimy stone walls. 

Ateran scraped fire from a flint and lit a torch in an iron sconce by the heavy oak door. As the flame grew, it shed sickly light on two pairs of shackles hanging on the opposite wall. 

Horeus pressed his hands against Arvasia’s breasts and pinned her to the wall, while Ateran raised her arms and shackled her wrists. Her breasts were firm, and Horeus breathed hard with excitement. She glared at him with hatred and disgust, but he didn’t worry: His mother had always said no marriage was perfect, and the beginnings were the hardest.

Once they had also shackled Seneusia, they removed their gags. Horeus’s fist had swollen Arvasia’s upper lip, which made her look so sensual he decided to punch her again when the swelling went down.

Ateran turned to the women. “Now you can shout if you want, but nobody will hear you as the walls are thick and the window faces the fort’s ramparts. And even if they heard you, they could do nothing because you’re here on my orders.” By the end of the statement, he sounded uncertain. He cleared his throat and added, “And I’m the chieftain!” 

“You scoundrel!” Arvasia snapped. “Keeping us here like this . . . you have no right!”

Ateran stepped toward her and slapped her face. 

“Despicable man!” Seneusia shouted, but she recoiled when Ateran pushed Uxur toward her, and when Uxur raised his ax and pressed the side of the blade against her cheek.

Ateran said, “I have every right to keep you here. You’re officially charged with treason.” 

“That’s nonsense!” Arvasia said. 

“There’s no denying it!” Ateran snapped. “War is looming, and you were plotting to sneak out of town. As you both openly defy the nobility of this tribe, I believe you were going to join the enemy.” He smirked and said, “In times of war, treason is punishable by death.” 

Horeus grinned at the alarmed look of the women, who began to fear for their lives. The timing and escalation of the threat was also his idea, and he thought he would burst with pride. 

Seneusia was the first to recover her wits. “You know it’s not true, deceitful man,” she ground through her teeth. “You are the criminal and traitor. And even if you were right, which you aren’t, what you are doing is against all rules and customs. Where is Agira? Only the druidess remembers ancient trials; only she can pronounce the final judgment. So where is she?” 

“Agira’s ill,” Ateran lied. “But she knows about your heinous plan and agrees you deserve death.” 

Horeus knew that neither woman believed a word Ateran said, but it didn’t matter. So far, everything had gone according to his plan. 

Ateran would now pronounce the death sentence and motion to Uxur to execute Arvasia first. Uxur would turn to Arvasia and lift his ax, but he, Horeus, would save her at the last moment by offering to marry her and make her part of the nobility. Arvasia would have to accept him to save her life as the nobles often had their crimes pardoned. 

“There’s no reason to delay the execution,” Ateran said. “We need the prison free as we hope to capture Ortaver.” 

Ateran turned to Uxur, pointed at Arvasia, and ran his finger across his throat. Uxur grinned and walked over to her. Arvasia opened her mouth and eyes wide as if someone was strangling her.

“No!” Seneusia screamed when Uxur grabbed Arvasia by the hair and pulled her head down so she faced the floor. 

Although Horeus expected Arvasia to cry and beg for mercy, she was silent. He could tell she was petrified, though, as her body trembled so much she made the shackles rattle. 

Seneusia did cry and beg, and she squirmed like a hooked worm as she tugged on her shackles. Her words slurred into a prolonged shriek when Uxur began to lift the ax above Arvasia’s head. 

Horeus opened his mouth to offer to marry Arvasia when Seneusia screamed, “I confess!” 

“Ignore her!” Horeus murmured to Ateran. 

But the chieftain turned to Seneusia and asked, “You what?” 

Uxur raised the ax higher, and Horeus pulled at the back of his shirt before he could strike. Uxur let go of Arvasia’s hair and lowered the ax, gawking. She lifted her head and stared at her mother. 

“I confess!” Seneusia screamed again. “I plotted to sneak out and look for Garux. It was my idea! Arvasia urged me to stay and wait for him to come back, but I wouldn’t listen. I was going to leave while she waited at home in case he returned. Arvasia is innocent, innocent! Kill me, but leave her alone.” 

Ateran resembled a spitted pig as he gawked at her with his mouth wide open. Horeus frowned. He had never thought someone could sacrifice their life for someone else; he knew he would never do that. 

Arvasia yelled, “Lying will solve nothing, Mam. Don’t you see they’ll kill us both in any case?” 

“No!” Seneusia shook her head. “They will let you live if they know that you wanted to wait at home.” She turned to Ateran. “Please kill me and let my girl live. Oh, please, please!”

As she kept pelting the chieftain with supplications, Horeus scratched his pockmarked forehead, wondering how to revert to the original plan. Ateran began to shake, and Horeus guessed all the shouting had unnerved him. He feared Ateran would do something rash and stupid. And he did. 

“Kill that babbling old bitch first!” Ateran yelled at Uxur, spittle flying out of his trembling mouth. 

Uxur gawked in confusion. Horeus scowled: that wasn’t part of the plan. 

“Yes, kill me!” Seneusia screamed. “But promise to let my girl live.” 

“Mam, no!” Arvasia screeched. 

As Ateran pushed Uxur toward Seneusia, Horeus roared, “Wait!” 

Everyone fell quiet and turned toward him. Uxur dropped the ax and scratched the top of his head. Saliva fell off his chin and landed on his barrel chest. 

Horeus’s heart raced. He had just thought of a way to come out of this mess without committing another murder. He said, “Seneusia’s bravery and selflessness have moved me.” That line hadn’t been rehearsed, and he realized he was speaking from his heart. “She deserves to be pardoned.” 

He looked straight at Ateran and raised his eyebrows. At last, he saw light coming into the chieftain’s dull eyes. 

“But she isn’t noble enough to have her crimes pardoned,” Ateran said. He had been supposed to say that about Arvasia, but it still worked. 

Horeus took a deep breath and said, “She would be noble, though, if someone like me married her—or her daughter.” 

“I will marry you!” Seneusia exclaimed, her voice eager, her eyes squinting with disgust. Sticking out her breasts, she said, “I’ve got a lot of experience. And I’ll do anything for my husband.” 

Horeus felt a twinge in his loins. She was incredibly desirable with her hands raised and her breasts sticking out. Her drenched underdress stuck to her skin and highlighted the bulges of her nipples. The longing to squeeze them made him feverish, but he managed to breathe normally and even look appalled. 

“Nobody wants an old, dry crone!” he scoffed. He pretended to be thinking for a moment. “But I would be willing to marry Arvasia to save your sorry life.” 

Horeus heard Arvasia gasp. As he turned to her, she opened her mouth to speak. But her mother was faster. 

“I’ll rather die than let you marry my daughter!” she screamed. “Arvasia belongs to Garux.” 

“Garux is dead, you stupid bitch!” Ateran snapped before Horeus could stop him. 

Arvasia screamed. Her knees gave in, and she hung from the shackles as if her soul had departed. “I don’t believe you,” she groaned. “I don’t believe—” Then she burst into tears. 

“Please marry me,” Seneusia babbled, over and over. She was so distraught Horeus thought she would die. “Make me your slave, if you wish, but leave my girl alone.”

Arvasia scrambled to her feet. Tears still ran from her eyes, but she had calmed. “I will marry this sleazy pig.” She shot Horeus a look of hatred and turned back to her mother. “You gave me life, love, and happiness, Mam. You have taken care of me and were ready to die for me. Falling into a miserable marriage is my way to repay you, and to give you back some of your love. And I will do it.” 

Seneusia shook her head. “You can’t do that, unfortunate girl. You cannot—”

“Please, Mam. If it’s true that Garux has died, then my hope for happiness is dead, too. Dying inside alone, or dying inside with this swine . . . what difference does it make? But I want you to live.” 

“No!” Seneusia shouted. She was about to protest further, but Ateran shrieked and punched her stomach, making her cough and groan. Uxur laughed and clapped his hands. 

Ateran took a deep breath to calm down. He motioned to Uxur to gag Seneusia again, and then he turned to Arvasia. “I’m willing to let you both live, but only if you become Horeus’s wife. We will keep you and your mother here until the ceremony to make sure you don’t change your mind.” 

Arvasia sniveled and nodded; she seemed to have accepted her fate. Seneusia squirmed and groaned through the gag, though, and Horeus guessed she would never stop making trouble. It would be easier to murder her. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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The swamp could no longer poison Rawena. The sludge didn’t swell and rot her legs, and the toxic vapors didn’t make her sick. But her soul withered with hatred for that foul, murky wasteland.

Although she couldn’t die of thirst or hunger, her throat hurt and her stomach cramped, and she felt dizzy and lightheaded, but there was nothing to drink or eat there. Rawena knew she couldn’t stay in the swamp without losing the last shreds of her sanity.

On the sixth day after her resurrection, she woke up in the hole in the mud—which Pandemia called a nest—with the rat-woman’s filthy belly pressed against her back and her four-fingered hand resting on Rawena’s hip. Pandemia’s rancid breath wallowed over the back of her head. Her snoring and wheezing scurried into Rawena’s ear and made it hurt. 

Disgust crept up Rawena’s stomach and reached for her throat. When Pandemia pressed the wet, cold tip of her nose against Rawena’s neck, Rawena screamed, scrambled out of the hole, and ran toward the waterfall. 

The ground sloped, and Rawena’s feet sank into sludge, which she had to cross to reach the waterfall and climb up to the world of mortals. As she waded forward, she heard Pandemia plunging in and swimming after her. The sludge reached Rawena’s hips and slowed her down, and the goddess caught up with her before Rawena reached the boulder where they had first met. 

“What are you doing, darling?” Pandemia chittered, tugging at the hem of Rawena’s underdress. She scrambled to her feet, and the sludge reached her flat chest, for she was shorter than Rawena.

“I’m leaving!”

Pandemia gasped and swayed. “But why?” 

“I can’t stand it here anymore!” Rawena clawed at her forearm as she looked around and saw nothing but steam coming from yellowish sludge. She hissed when she ripped her scabs: although she could only die by fire or beheading, she still bled and hurt like every other mortal. “I hate every moment I spend in here!” 

Sadness descended on Pandemia’s eyes. “But what’s the matter? Are you hungry? Thirsty?” She rubbed her hands, and her eyes brightened. “Of course you are! And that’s what makes you grumpy. I will turn the waterfall clean again so you can drink from it as much as you can. And I will go to the woods and bring you some nuts and berries.” 

Rawena shook her head. “I can’t stay here. I just can’t! You said you would show Garux mercy if I spent a few days with you here. But you can’t keep me here any longer.” 

Pandemia scratched her ear with quick, jerky moves. “Yes, but the woods are dangerous for you.” She shuddered and giggled nervously. “They are full of enemy troops. And you know you cannot go back to your people, darling, for they would think you’re an evil spirit!” 

“I don’t care where I go!” Rawena screamed so loudly Pandemia recoiled. “I hate you, don’t you understand? You’re the most disgusting creature in the world. You are my enemy, and the enemy of every human. You are the tool to my doom. I hate the way you look and smell and squeak. Everything about you makes me sick. And I hate this damned swamp and the hole where you make me sleep. I would go completely mad if I stayed here a moment longer!” 

Rawena coughed as she stared at Pandemia. The screaming had made her throat worse. To her surprise, she saw tears spring out of Pandemia’s eyes and roll over the fine white hair on her cheeks. 

“So I gave you safety and immortality,” Pandemia said, her voice brimming with pain and bitterness. “I shared my nest with you and treated you like my sister. And you repay me with hatred. It’s typical of humans, isn’t it?” A shadow of wrath passed over her wet eyes. “But your kind will get its due!” 

Pandemia blinked away her tears and turned to go back to her nest.  

“I didn’t ask for any of this!” Rawena shouted. “I want to be mortal! I want to live and die with my tribe and my Garux!” 

Pandemia turned back to her. Her face had become unreadable stone. “We cannot undo what’s done,” she said in a bitter voice. “Good luck to you, Rawena. Be careful up there, in the world where you no longer belong. And remember you will never escape the game, no matter how far you go.” Pandemia plunged into the sludge, transformed into a white rat, and swam back toward her nest. 

Rawena waded the other way. She struggled against the creek’s current and climbed a pile of slimy stones by the waterfall up toward daylight. It was early morning, and the shadows were thick and long. Strands of filthy fog slithered like serpents in the weak sunshine, which limped through the branches of the dead trees. The light bothered her, and she squinted as she walked upstream. 

When she reached the place where the creek cleared, she dropped to her knees, scooped the water up with both hands, and drank. The first mouthful seared through her parched throat, and she winced in pain. The next gulps brought pleasure, though, and she smiled as if the pure water made her tipsy. 

Rawena took off her underdress and rubbed it against a boulder on the bottom of the creek. Once she got rid of all the sludge, she hung it on a branch.

Although she longed to bathe in the basin where she had kidnapped Arvasia, she wouldn’t dare go so near her town, so she lay down in the creek and let the shallow water rush around her body. She rubbed her skin until the cold chased her out. Once the rising sun had dried and warmed her, she put her underdress back on. The feeling of freshness and purity made her smile. 

Then she burst into tears. 

Although she had rubbed away the filth of the swamp, she would never banish the curse. Although she no longer stank of the Otherworld, she was an intruder in the world of mortals. 

She recalled the tears in Pandemia’s eyes. Only Pandemia knew she was alive, and she loved Rawena like a sister. Wouldn’t it be better to rush back to her and seek the safety of her nest? 

Rawena dried her eyes and looked at the sun-gilded creek and forest. She inhaled the scent of sap and pines, and of the tiny yellow flowers that grew along the creek and smelled like honey. As she listened to the chirping of birds, she realized she loved this world too much to give it up. It was still her world, the world where she had been born and where she had died. 

It wasn’t her fault that Pandemia had brought her back to life. Rawena refused to spend eternity in stench, filth, and murkiness. 

She walked on, chewing her tongue when she passed the spot where she had thrust Garux’s dagger into her heart. A little later, she found a bush of raspberries. She was still hungry when she picked it bare, but the sweet fruits soothed her nerves and eased her stomach cramps. As she looked around for more berries, she froze when a loud crashing sound came from the woods. 

Rawena ducked behind the bush and listened, her heart galloping toward fear. The crashing came again. As most animals only made rustling sounds, it was probably a bear or a human. She hoped it was the former: if her tribespeople caught her, the druidess might burn her alive as a malevolent spirit—and Pandemia would turn her into an eternal rat and trap her in that horrid swamp. 

Her tribe’s hunting territory was still far away, though, and she guessed it was the Marcomanni. If she fell into their hands, they could also burn her alive if they tried to kill her and realized she wouldn’t die by steel. And if they pierced her heart, she would have to unleash a plague on the next lunar eclipse. 

The sounds came closer. There was no time to run, so she covered her face and plowed into the raspberry bush, trying not to groan as the thorns clawed at her skin. A dog barked. She froze with horror, thinking it had sniffed her out. Then the barking stopped. 

Wings fluttered, and a shadow glided over her head. She glanced up and recognized the long tail and flashing colors of a pheasant. An arrow came from the woods. It missed the bird by a hand’s breadth and glided into tall rushes behind the creek. 

Another arrow sank into the pheasant’s chest. The bird cartwheeled and fell on top of the raspberry bush, just above Rawena’s head. The bush’s leaves and twigs shuddered as much as she did. 

The barking came closer. A large black dog with yellow eyes and floppy ears ran to the bush, stood on its hind legs, and snatched the bird. Dropping back on all fours to bring the catch to its master, the dog noticed Rawena. 

“Good doggie,” she whispered as the dog froze and stared at her. “Please go away!” 

The dog didn’t move. Although its teeth still clenched the pheasant, a growl rose from its throat. 

Impatient shouts came from the woods. Rawena recognized the guttural language she had heard while spying on the soldiers: the hunters were Marcomanni, providing game for the army. She feared they would come for the dog and find her.

The dog ignored the shouts. The fur bristled on its hackles, and its round, black pupils bored into Rawena’s. The pheasant’s eyes were still open as if the bird also watched her. 

“Go away, doggie,” she whispered. “Please, go to your master.” 

The dog growled more angrily. Drool trickled out of its mouth and over the pheasant’s colorful feathers. Rawena’s heartbeat roared in her eardrums. She trembled so much she feared she would make the branches rattle and alert the Marcomanni. 

The calls came again, louder and threatening. The dog gave her a suspicious look and trotted away. 

Rawena’s lungs began to burn. She realized she’d been holding her breath, and she opened her mouth and gasped for air. The men talked loudly and excitedly, and she guessed they admired the pheasant. When their voices receded, her head spun with relief. She dared leave the bush and rub her scratched skin. 

Rawena wondered what the Marcomanni were still doing in her tribe’s woods. She couldn’t help fearing for Garux and her mother, and even for Arvasia, whose memory unleashed a tempest of emotions that whirled and collided in her soul. 

* * *
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NOW THAT THE DANGER was over, her hunger pangs returned. Rawena recalled a cluster of boletus that always grew along the path leading to the quarry. Her mouth watered when she remembered how they smelled while Mother fried them in lard. Fresh tears sprang into her eyes when she realized that Mother would never cook for her again. Still, she was so hungry she could eat the mushrooms raw. 

Rawena found the path and followed it westwards, away from the quarry and toward the merchant road. She kept her eyes on the ground, looking for the boletus and—she saw Garux. 

He lay behind a shrub in a circle of dried blood. An arrow stuck from his shoulder; another from his chest. A deep slash ran across his throat. 

“No!” Rawena screamed, falling to her knees. Tears blurred her sight. Moaning, she put her hands on his cheeks . . . and felt they were warm. 

She gasped as if his skin had burned her, and she stared at him in disbelief. The arrow wound in his chest was probably mortal, and nobody could survive such a cut to the neck. Had the sun been keeping his skin warm? That made no sense.

Although his blood had long dried, he showed no signs of putrefaction. No flies, bugs, and ants scurried around his mouth and nostrils, and the body was limp rather than rigid. 

Her hand shook as she pressed her forefinger against his jugular vein, mimicking what she had seen Druidess Agira do to Rawena’s dying grandmother. Garux’s pulse rose and fell against her fingertip. 

Rawena gasped and pressed her hand over her mouth. 

He was alive! 

She was about to rejoice, but then she understood this was the punishment Pandemia had been talking about. The rat-goddess had made Garux deathless to witness the annihilation of the human race. That realization brought new tears to her eyes.

“Oh, Garux,” Rawena sobbed. “How much you have suffered. And how much you will suffer still. Who did this to you, my love? And how long will you stay like this?” 

Her tears fell on his face, and he moved his head and moaned. Some of the tears ran through his beard toward the leering slash on his neck. As they reached the place where his skin, muscles, and veins had been severed, the wound began to close and scab, until it looked like the pursed lips of a large catfish. 

Rawena cried even harder as happiness poured into the cauldron of her emotions. Her immortal tears were an elixir to Garux’s wounds! It could only mean they were destined to become eternal lovers. 

She pulled the arrows out of his body, wiped her eyes, and touched the wounds with her wet fingers. The holes closed. She smeared her tears along his neck and turned the gash into a plump, ragged scar. His eyelids quivered, and he sighed. Then he started to shiver. 

Rawena stripped naked and lay beside him, covering them both with her underdress. Pine needles poked at her skin, and an aerial root jabbed at her hip, but she didn’t mind. She threw her leg over his thighs and hugged him to keep him warm. 

Garux groaned. His hands and feet twitched as though he were having a nightmare. 

“Hush, my love,” she whispered, kissing his ear. “Everything will be good. I’m with you now, your deathless lover. We will roam the world hand in hand, forever and ever. We will never die, and our love won’t die either. You will learn to love me, Garux. And you’ll love me eternally.” 

He groaned again. Sweat drenched his shirt and braies and stuck them to her skin. His fever made her sweat, but she sensed it would help him get better. 

“Soon you will be well, my lover,” Rawena whispered. “Your healer will never leave you.” 

Garux mumbled and moved his head. His eyes were still closed, but she guessed he would soon open them. Would he think she was an evil spirit? Would he still resent her for kidnapping Arvasia?  

Rawena was determined to stay by him and smile even if he beat her. He would never be able to kill her, and she would relish the pain if it was Garux who caused it. She longed to show him how much she could suffer for him. 

While Pandemia had made them immortal as punishment, Rawena felt an eternity with someone she loved was a gift. She only had to make sure nobody ever pierced her heart. 

Rawena put her hand under his shirt to caress the skin on his belly. The feel of his hard stomach made her sigh. She circled her fingers around his navel and then her hand slid down under his braies. His penis was silky and even hotter than the rest of his body. The way his testicles moved around in her hand gave her an unexpected thrill. A tingling spread through her crotch as she pressed her body firmly against his. 

She recalled overhearing girls from her tribe, who had said boys squirmed with pleasure when they sucked them. How nice would it be for Garux to wake up and feel her mouth embracing him! He would surely fall in love with her then, as she doubted that anyone had done it to him before. 

“I will do it for you, my love,” she whispered, kneeling up. “I’ll do it!”

Rawena pulled down his braies and lowered her face to his penis. Her breath stuck halfway from her lungs as she opened her mouth. Then she noticed a long, black hair sticking to his foreskin. 

The shock was so great she didn’t know how to react. She pulled his braies back up and looked at his face in disbelief. Tears returned a moment later. 

“Arvasia,” she ground through her clenched teeth. “Arvasia!”

Garux sighed at the sound of the name. Then he smiled, and his eyelids quivered as if Arvasia had entered his dreams. 

A wave of fury made Rawena lift her hand and outstretch her fingers to claw his eyes out. Then she grabbed her underdress, sprang to her feet, and ran blindly through the woods.
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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Sweat poured out of Garux’s burning skin for the rest of the day and deep into the night. As the sun sprang up, the fever dropped, and he opened his eyes. The light of the new day nearly blinded him, and he shaded his eyes and squinted. His head hummed, pain seared through his throat, and his muscles felt torn and bruised. 

He sat up with a groan and looked around, trying to remember where he was and what had happened. When he saw the two arrows lying beside him, memories of the attack sank into his mind. 

“Horeus!” he wheezed. “That filthy dog.” 

Garux pulled down his shirt collar and looked at his shoulder and chest. Only two scabs bulged in places where he had expected gaping holes. He looked around the woods in confusion. How long had he been lying there? 

As he recalled the blade of Horeus’s sword, his fingers flew to his neck. A fat, tender scab ran across his throat like a horseshoe whose ends almost touched at the nape of his neck. How could he have survived such a dreadful blow? What magic had sealed his wounds? 

Fluffy white clouds glided over the blue sky. The leaves and twigs above his head flitted in a gentle breeze, and the forest brimmed with beautiful smells and colors. Garux recalled Arvasia and her dimpled cheeks, and he felt happy to be alive. And yet, a vague premonition had planted a seed in his mind. 

He needed to ask Druidess Agira what his miraculous recovery meant, and to settle scores with Horeus. He only hoped the druidess wouldn’t think he was a spirit... and that Horeus’s treachery wasn’t the result of a wholesale conspiracy of the nobles. 

Garux scrambled to his feet and turned for home, but then he remembered his mission. As he was too near the Marcomannic encampment to go back without the report, he headed for the quarry. 

Weakness and dizziness made him shuffle at first, but he felt stronger as he walked on. The sun poured vigor into his veins. He ate a few handfuls of sorrel to moist his parched throat. 

He walked along the fringe of the path, in the cover of the woods. When he smelled smoke and saw a few grayish columns coil above the trees, he skulked forward and climbed a young birch. Through the branches, he saw a cluster of large leather tents standing in a clearing among carts, wagons, and chariots. Horses and cattle grazed everywhere. The pitted hill of the quarry loomed above, casting a monstrous shadow over the encampment. Two sentinels passed along the edge of the clearing. 

A few fires blazed in the center of the encampment. Men in sleeveless tunics hauled firewood and roasted game on spits. Closer to the foot of the hill, pairs of soldiers practiced with swords and battleaxes while others sat in the grass, watching them and cheering them on. He estimated there were between four hundred and fifty and five hundred people in the camp. 

Garux’s tribe had about six hundred people. Celtic women were expected to engage in battles, and only elders and little children would stay in the town. It meant that a little over four hundred people could march on the Marcomanni. With an element of surprise, the Celts had a chance to win. Garux wondered whether Agira would rule in favor of the attack.

* * *
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UNTIL THE LAST MOMENT, Arvasia expected that Garux would return and save her from the marriage to Horeus. All her instincts screamed at her that he was alive. In the darkness of the prison, in the gloom of her heart, she hoped he would kick the door open and break hers and Seneusia’s tethers. But he never came. 

The day before yesterday, she had overheard Horeus speaking with Ateran by the prison door. Apparently, Vitis and his friends did not believe Ateran’s claims that she and Mother had left the town to look for Garux, and they suspected the women were in prison. The hope that the commoners would raid the fort and that Garux would return was a light that guided Arvasia and Seneusia away from despair. 

Horeus and Ateran had unshackled their right hands, and their chains were long enough to let them sit on the cold floor. They couldn’t lie down, though, and they had to keep their left hands raised. They spent days tethered like animals, with little food and water, condemned to perpetual dusk.

When the key grated in the lock on the fourth day of their imprisonment, mother and daughter scrambled to their feet, thinking it was Garux or the rebels coming to rescue them. But it was Horeus walking in with Uxur. 

Arvasia pressed her back against the wall when she saw that Horeus had put on new leather shoes and a new silk tunic. It could only mean one thing. 

“No!” screamed Seneusia, who had also grasped the implications. She tried to get closer to Arvasia, but her chain was too short for that. She tugged on the chain, groaning with rage and despair. 

“The time has come, my bride,” Horeus told Arvasia, confirming her fears. 

“Please, no!” Arvasia pleaded, nausea creeping up her throat. 

Horeus’s broken nose flushed with anger. He stepped closer to her, cupped her chin, and squeezed her cheeks. His grip was so strong she thought he would break her lower jaw. 

“You better smile and go on with the rite,” he growled. “Unless you want to see your mother die.” 

Arvasia froze, but Seneusia screamed, “Leave her alone, dirty man! I told you I’d rather die than let you marry her.” 

Horeus nodded to Uxur, who rushed at Seneusia and rammed his enormous fist into her face. The back of her head hit the wall with a sickening thud.

“Mam!” Arvasia screamed, fearing that Uxur had cracked her skull. 

Seneusia staggered and sat. Blood gushed from her nose and mouth, and her head lolled and her eyes dimmed as if she were losing consciousness. 

“Oh, Mam . . .” Arvasia groaned. 

She had never seen her mother so stunned and helpless. Seneusia had always cheered her through their ordeal, but now she looked broken. 

“I’ll marry you,” Arvasia screamed at Horeus. “But don’t let that monster hit my mother again!” She glared at Uxur, who stood above Seneusia, licking her blood off his knuckles. 

Horeus chuckled and patted Arvasia’s cheek. “I knew you would come around, my beauty.” He grinned like an evil spirit when he untethered her. 

“They will soon let you free, Mam,” Arvasia called as Horeus and Uxur dragged her out of the prison. 

Arvasia wasn’t sure whether Seneusia had heard her. She gave her one last look before Uxur kicked the door shut.

They pushed her up the stairs and into the banquet hall, where about forty nobles sat around long tables. Ateran stood at the bottom of the hall, wearing a checkered ceremonial cloak, and Arvasia guessed it was he who would wed them. 

In the summer, weddings normally took place on a wooden platform by the creek, with Druidess Agira presiding over the rites and the entire tribe in attendance. Horeus and Ateran were keeping the wedding secret, not only from the commoners but also from Agira. Since Ateran was the chieftain, Arvasia feared the wedding would be valid even without Agira’s blessing. 

All the guests were members of Ateran’s clan. Horeus and Ateran kept even the unrelated nobles in the dark, then, and Arvasia couldn’t believe how thorough they were in their wickedness. 

She noticed that most of the guests frowned and scowled when Horeus led her toward Ateran. The women glared at Horeus in disgust and looked at her with pity. Even their own family was getting sick of Ateran and Horeus, and the forced wedding could be the final straw. Arvasia wondered how many of them would try to save the chieftain and his captain if a rebellion broke out. 

Horeus led her down the aisle among the tables. When they reached the bottom, Ateran blurted out, “We gather here in peace for the sacred occasion of the nuptial rite between Horeus and Arvasia.” He spoke fast, and Arvasia guessed he wanted to rush through the ceremony so he could mollify the guests with food and wine.  

“Hail spirits of Mother Earth, who holds and feeds us . . .” Ateran rattled on, and Arvasia felt her bowels turning liquid. 

In a moment, Ateran would make her Horeus’s wife and ruin her life forever. And then, Horeus and Ateran would have no reason to keep Mother alive.

That realization rammed into her stomach and made her gasp. 

She swayed and rubbed her forehead, and Horeus clenched her upper arm. “No foolishness, you bitch!” he hissed into her ear. 

Arvasia forced herself to stay calm and think. She had to act now, but what could she do? She thought of screaming, but her throat was so tight she could hardly breathe. Besides, Uxur stood just a step behind her, and his fists would silence her before she could make anyone hear her. Horeus’s ceremonial dagger was within her reach, but he would surely prevent her from unsheathing it. 

Her eyes alighted on a large golden brooch that fastened Ateran’s cloak. The pin was sharp, and as long as her forefinger. It wasn’t much of a weapon, but it would have to do. 

Ateran said, “Horeus and Arvasia, are you ready to declare your sacred vows?” 

Horeus inhaled through his broken nose, and an excited smile played on his lips. His grasp on her arm eased. 

Arvasia tore herself out of his grip and rushed at Ateran, her head lowered like a charging doe’s. She glimpsed shock in Ateran’s eyes just before her forehead crashed into his face. The world exploded in bright colors. 

Ateran squealed, staggered, and sat on the ground. She stumbled over him and fell, but she sprang to her feet and lunged at him. He held both hands to his nose and didn’t counterattack. Blood gushed through his fingers and dribbled on his clothes and the flagstones. Some of it stained Arvasia’s hands as she ripped the brooch off his cloak. 

She grabbed Ateran’s spiky hair and raised the pin to his eyeball. Chairs and stools scraped against the floor as the nobles stood. Uxur stared at her with his dull eyes swimming in confusion. Drool dribbled out of his gaping mouth. Arvasia didn’t notice that Horeus no longer stood in his spot.  

“I’ll never marry that pig Horeus,” she screamed so everyone could hear her. “And if you don’t let my mother out of the prison, I’ll force this pin into Ateran’s brain!” 

“Oh, please, Arvasia, don’t hurt me,” Ateran begged. “It was that bastard Horeus who made me do this!” When she didn’t reply, he squealed to the guests, “Help! Somebody help me, dear relatives. Don’t let me perish at the hands of this madwoman!”

None of the nobles moved. Uxur wiped the drool off his chin and stared at his wet hand. At last, Arvasia thought of looking for Horeus. But it was too late. 

Horeus had crept toward a spare stool, grabbed it, and flung it at her. She raised her hand to protect her face, and the stool crashed into her forearm. 

The pain made her drop the brooch. Horeus charged at her with a furious roar, and Uxur followed a step behind him. She shot to her feet, and Ateran scrambled away like a lizard. Horeus drew his dagger.  

Then the door opened, and a wheezy screech darted through the hall. “Stop it!”

Everyone froze and turned toward the door. Agira stood there, her shriveled chest heaving from climbing the stairs, and her white hair streaming over her face.

Horeus dropped his dagger and kicked it under a table. Uxur drooled and gawked. 

“Agira!” Arvasia exclaimed as she ran to the druidess and flung herself into her arms, making them both stagger. “Oh, Druidess Agira, they want to marry me to Horeus. And they are keeping my poor mother downstairs in the prison. And I think they killed Garux!” 

Agira pushed her away, and Arvasia realized with a shock that nobody ever touched the druidess, let alone embraced her. Arvasia thought Agira would scold her for the transgression, but Agira turned to Ateran and screeched, “You thought I would never find you out, worm?” 

Ateran scrambled to his feet. His bloodied lips trembled in mute terror. 

“Speechless like the snake you are. Huh?” Agira spat on the ground and turned to Horeus. “And you, dog! The wedding was your idea, wasn’t it? What do you have to tell your druidess?” 

Horeus’s face turned crimson under the tattoos. “I didn’t do anything against the tribe’s laws or customs,” he said. 

Arvasia was about to accuse him of lying when footsteps clapped down the corridor. She turned around and saw Garux rush into the hall. Vitis and his other friends ran at his heels. 

Arvasia’s heart leaped with joy. She turned to run into Garux’s arms, but she froze when Horeus screamed in horror. Everybody looked at Horeus as he swayed.

“A spirit!” he shouted, pointing a trembling finger at Garux. “An avenging spirit!” 

Ateran fell to his knees and whimpered. “Oh, gods, have m-m-mercy!” 

“Shut up, both of you!” the druidess shouted. She turned to Garux. “And you, tell everyone what happened.” 

“Of course, druidess,” Garux said. His face was flushed, and his shoulders rose and fell with his heavy breathing. He pointed at Horeus and shouted, “This swine attacked me near the Marcomannic encampment. He attacked me from behind like a coward, charged at me from horseback while I was on foot. He shot me twice with his bow and slit my throat with his sword.” 

Arvasia noticed Garux’s scar and gasped. Could he really be a spirit? 

Garux walked to Horeus and raised his hand to strike him, but Horeus staggered back and fell. The fingers of terror contorted his face into a hideous mask. He foamed at his lips and convulsed as if the floor was burning his back. His eyes bulged as he stared at Garux. He groaned in pain and clenched his evil heart. Then his hands slid down to rest on the flagstones. His eyes were still wide open, but he could no longer see anything of this world: his fright had murdered him.  

The wedding guests had kept their mouths shut and their heads down, as if they hoped the druidess wouldn’t notice them, but now they murmured and craned their necks for a better look. Many of them contemplated Garux with fear in their eyes. 

Ateran burst into tears and crawled to Garux. “Oh, don’t take me away, spirit,” he bawled, trying to embrace Garux’s legs. “Oh, please, don’t take me away! Please, have mercy!” 

“Mercy?” Garux stepped away from him in disgust. “I’m sure it was you who orchestrated all this!” 

Agira shuffled to Ateran and prodded his ribs with her stick. “I swear this is the last time you’ve cast shame on this tribe, worm!” 

Vitis and his friends stepped closer to bask in Ateran’s doom. The guests surrounded the crying chieftain and demanded an explanation. 

“Is it true, you bastard?” a hoary noblewoman screamed. 

“You ordered Horeus to kill a fellow tribesman now when we are on the verge of war?” another one shouted. “You call yourself a chieftain?” 

Arvasia first thought they were putting on an act for Agira, but their outrage seemed genuine. Perhaps they weren’t that bad. 

Agira pointed her stick at Horeus. “Throw this scum to the hogs. And release Seneusia and jail the swine of my grandson in her stead!” 

A cheer rose from almost every mouth, noble and common. Vitis grinned as he grabbed the collar of Ateran’s tunic to take him away. 

“Nanny!” Ateran squealed, his jowls trembling. “We’re the same clan!” 

“I crap on this clan!” Agira snapped, glaring at the nobles, who lowered their heads. 

As Vitis pulled at Ateran’s collar, Uxur stepped forward and growled. 

Agira pointed at him and yelled, “Throw this sadistic beast in with his master!” 

A few commoners rushed at Uxur. He tried to fend them off, but they beat him to the ground. He bawled and gawked as they dragged him out, and Arvasia was sure he didn’t understand what was happening. She would feel sorry for him . . . if she didn’t hate him for punching her mother. 

Arvasia longed to see Seneusia and make sure she was well. But Agira turned to Garux and gave him a long, quizzing look, and Arvasia rushed to his side, fearing that the druidess would accuse him of being a spirit. 

Agira peered deep into Garux’s eyes, and for the first time in her life, Arvasia saw her puzzled. Then, to Arvasia’s relief, she smiled and said in a kind voice, “I’m glad you’re back, you rascal. We will have to speak soon, you and I. But first we will deal with the prisoners and appease the gods.” 

As Agira turned around and shuffled out of the banquet hall, Arvasia clasped her hands behind Garux’s neck and pressed her lips against his. When she felt his warm arms embrace her waist, she knew he was no spirit. The drumming of his heart against her collarbone filled her with peace and bliss.

“They told me you died, my love,” she said, trying not to stare at his scar. “They told me you were dead.” 

Garux gave her a troubled look. “Dead . . . That I should be.”
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN
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As the sun reddened over the western skies, the tribe gathered in a ceremonial clearing near the grove of sacred oaks where Agira lived. Two bear-sized cages called wicker figures stood in the middle of the clearing. Each figure held a prisoner smeared with tar and screaming with fear. 

Garux stood in the front row, flanked by Arvasia and Seneusia. Although he only saw the prisoners’ outlines through the thick wicker mesh, he could picture the tears running down Ateran’s porcine face, and the drool dripping from Uxur’s trembling mouth. Their reign of terror had ended. 

A sling cradled Arvasia’s arm, which hurt from the impact of the stool Horeus had thrown at her. Seneusia’s face was swollen from Uxur’s fist, and Garux’s scar tingled. They were together and free, though, which seemed to be a miracle. 

The crowd swayed as Agira approached the wicker figures with a blazing torch. 

The druidess stood in front of Ateran and screamed, “Listen to me, worm! Useless you’ve been your whole life, and only death will make you useful. Your immolation won’t be just a punishment, but also a sacrifice. May your suffering bring satisfaction to all those you have hurt. And may your death bring good luck to the tribe in the upcoming battle.” 

The last word made Garux’s heart race. Although he hadn’t had the chance to tell Agira about his miraculous resurrection, he had given her details about the Marcomannic encampment. Had she decided to attack the enemy? 

A terrified howl came from the wicker figure. “Nanny!” Ateran wailed. “Have mercy! Spare my life! Kill Uxur only!” 

“I crap on your life, worm!” she screeched. “Can’t you at least die like a man? I’ll never stop being ashamed of having a squealing pig for a grandson! Now roast!” 

Ateran screamed as she held the torch to the cage. Fire ate through the parched wood, lunged at the tar on his skin, and engulfed his body. Black smoke rose toward the gory sky. The flames roared at a gust of wind that slammed into them. 

Uxur also screamed when Agira shuffled toward him. He knew his end was coming, although he didn’t understand why he was being punished. 

Garux almost wished she would spear that demented ogre, for he was just a dimwitted orphan, and it was Ateran and Horeus who had turned him into a monster. Had he been born into a common clan, Uxur could have lived to old age, using his strength to cut wood or break stone instead of instilling terror into his fellow tribespeople. 

Pain thronged Uxur’s screams when the druidess set fire to his cage. As the flames grew, he bawled the only word he had learned: “Mama! Mama! Mamaaaa!” 

A few children screamed and ran away. Dogs howled to Uxur’s screeching. 

“Goddess Epona, have mercy on that troubled soul,” Seneusia whispered, blood draining from her swollen face. 

Arvasia squeezed Garux’s hand so forcibly she nearly crushed his fingers. Garux turned his head away from the burning cages.

The sun dropped behind the fort as if the gruesome scene had made it swoon. The fire devoured the tar and filled the air with a sickening smell of roasting skin and flesh. Ateran had already died or fainted. Uxur groaned and coughed. 

Agira lifted her head and called out in a ceremonial voice, “Oh, Cernunnos, god of the woods and protector of its children, accept this sacrifice!” As she stood by the burning figures, the breeze blew the smoke toward her and made her look as if she floated in a black fog. 

She called again. “Great god Cernunnos! Horned Sacred One! Help us annihilate those who have invaded our woods!” 

Agira lowered her head and swayed back and forth until it seemed she would drop. Uxur fell quiet. Ateran’s cage collapsed and shot up a volley of sparks. A gust of wind pushed the smoke toward Garux, who covered his mouth and nose so he wouldn’t cough and sever the link between the druidess and the god. 

As the fires began to die, Agira stopped swaying. She raised her head and spoke to the crowd. “Ateran is nothing but a filthy pile of ashes, and we need a new chieftain.” Her large, deep eyes glided over the tribe. Garux gulped when they alighted on him. “Garux! Come to me!”

He took a deep breath and glanced at Seneusia as if to ask her what the druidess wanted. She raised her eyebrows to show him she had no idea. Arvasia also looked clueless, although she beamed with pride. 

As he walked to the druidess, he felt the eyes of the entire tribe watching him. An angry murmur from a group of nobles made him wince. Was Agira going to ask him to suggest a nobleman to be the next chief? That would be an unprecedented honor for a commoner. 

Agira grabbed his forearm and turned him to face the crowd. “I name Garux the new chieftain!” she announced, making him stagger. 

Most commoners erupted with a cheer. Seneusia and Arvasia laughed and embraced. Roars of protest rose from the nobles. 

“Silence, all of you!” Agira shouted. “A special reason has made me decide, a reason I’ll announce as soon as I’ve spoken to Garux. No moaning and crying will ever influence my decision.” 

The crowd quieted down. The younger commoners beamed and winked at Garux. Most of the older ones smiled. Hatred and resentment poured from many tattooed faces while others frowned as they digested the news. While they were glad to be rid of Ateran, they struggled to swallow the fact that a commoner was to replace him. 

Garux rubbed the nape of his neck and stared at Agira to make sure she was serious. He hoped she wouldn’t ask him to make a speech, as his throat had swollen, and his mind swam in confusion. He didn’t want to be chieftain, for he couldn’t imagine himself giving orders, and he doubted he deserved the post.

Seneusia, for one, was as brave as he was, and twice as wise, and women had ruled the tribe before. He wondered what special reason Agira could have for her decision. Then his fingers instinctively touched his scar, and he began to understand. 

“Down on your knees,” Agira called to the crowd. “Swear loyalty to your new chieftain.” 

The commoners kneeled, raised their hands, and turned their palms toward the darkening sky as a sign of their compliance. Most of the nobles stood still. 

“On your knees, worms!” Agira screeched. 

The nobles looked defiant, but she glared them down until they lowered their heads. Uxur’s cage fell in. The flames from both sacrifices swayed lazily, ready to follow their victims into oblivion. 

“Do it,” Agira screeched, “or I will tell the carpenters to make fresh wicker figures!” 

One by one, the nobles kneeled and raised their hands. Garux became the new chieftain. 

* * *
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THE NEXT DAY AT NOON, commoners sat at the long tables of the fort’s hall, for the first time in the tribe’s history. And they outnumbered the nobles. 

Garux had wanted to celebrate his inauguration outdoors so everyone could attend. The sky had poured with rain, though, so he invited a hundred nobles and a hundred commoners to the fort. Over half of the nobles stayed at home . . . and Garux filled their seats with other commoners. 

The oak tables groaned under the weight of pork, beef, mutton, and venison. Ateran’s wine ran in torrents, and people sang old songs and toasted the new chieftain. Nevertheless, worry occasionally shadowed even the faces of the drunkest and merriest: war was coming, and at a time when class animosity had weakened the tribe. 

Garux sat beside Arvasia at the main table. He wore a silk cloak and tunic that were so light he felt naked. He ate little for swallowing hurt him. His fingers often traced the scar on his neck.  

At times, the nearly impossible task of uniting the tribe made him panic, but he knew he would be a better chief than Ateran. The pride in Arvasia’s eyes soothed him. The happiness on the faces of Seneusia, Vitis, and his other friends gave him courage. 

Arvasia wrapped her arm around his and said, “I bet you’ve never tasted imported wine from a golden goblet before, chieftain?” 

He kissed her forehead and chuckled. “Never ever. But I much prefer beer from a wooden cup. I wish we could sneak away and go to the longhouse.” 

He was about to add that he would like it even better to be alone with her at home, when he felt a pair of eyes boring into him. He lifted his head and saw Agira looking at him from across the table. 

The druidess scrambled to her feet and summoned him with a nod. “Take my arm, Garux,” she told him when he came to her. “And follow me.” 

Everyone fell quiet and watched her lead him out of the hall, leaning both on his arm and on her cane. Garux’s scar tingled as they walked down a darkened corridor. He guessed he would finally learn the truth about his revival. And the reason for his nomination. 

They descended the winding stairway, left the fort, and walked down a muddy footpath across the fields and pastures. The rain soaked them before they reached the ceremonial clearing where Ateran and Uxur had been burned. Garux breathed hard when he realized that, for the first time in his life, he was going to see the sacred grove of oaks and Agira’s dwelling. 

When he was little, he and his friends had often dared one another to sneak into the grove at night. None of them had done it, though, for rumors said that spirits guarded the place and punished every intruder. As he now walked among the ancient oaks, he felt as if their knots had become eyes that watched his every step with suspicion. Massive branches spread menacingly above his head as though they waited for Agira’s order to attack him. 

Agira’s dwelling stood in the middle of the grove, a small cabin made of stout oak logs. As the branches of the nearest trees interwove above its thatched roof, he didn’t realize they had arrived until they stood by the front door. 

They entered a chamber that had a square window covered with oiled parchment. Black clouds condemned the room to untimely dusk and obscured the view on the oaks. The only furniture was a cot covered with a bear hide; the only decoration a pile of skulls looming beside the cot.  

Agira sat on the cot and beckoned Garux to sit beside her. “Meet my intermediaries,” she said, pointing to the pile. “They are the skulls of the old druids and chieftains. At times they let me glimpse into the Otherworld.” 

Agira picked up a charred skull from the top of the pile. “I doubt I’ll get much wisdom from this one,” she said, scowling. “Oh, Ateran, porcine was your face, and porcine is your skull. You cannot be my grandson, worm. I wonder if that whore of your mother mated with a hog.” She laughed and threw the skull into the corner. It landed upside down and spun on the floor. 

Garux didn’t know what to say. Agira was obviously his ally, but she had always made him uneasy, and this display of morbidity disquieted him. 

“Have no fear, Garux,” she said with a chuckle. “Your skull won’t join the rest of my collection, as you will long outlive me. And unless someone beheads you or burns you to ashes, you will long outlive everyone and everything, even the fort that will now become your home.” 

He gulped and touched his scar. 

She nodded. “A mortal wound you received, my dear. A wound that nobody could ever survive. That worm Horeus died of fright because he thought you had risen to avenge your death. That means he was certain he had killed you.”

Garux glanced at the pile of skulls, and disquiet possessed him, despite her assurances. Would she accuse him of being a spirit? 

Agira shook her head, as if she had read his thoughts. “I don’t think you’re a spirit, Garux. I think you are immortal.” 

Breath froze in his throat. “Immortal? But—why? And how? You always said that only gods can never die.”

She shrugged her thin shoulders. “Unerring are gods, but even druids can be wrong.” She frowned, and he guessed it was hard for her to admit her fault. She shot him a penetrating look and said, “But I am sure of your immortality. What’s more, you are not the first person of our tribe who has become deathless.” 

Garux waited for an explanation, but Agira lowered her eyes to her gnarled hands on her lap. The wind screeched behind the window and pressed against the parchment. A bolt of lightning brightened the room and highlighted the deep lines that crisscrossed her face. A clap of thunder roared.

She looked at him and said, “I named you chieftain because your immortality makes you nearly invincible in battle . . . and because you had the balls to stand up to that hog.” She waved her hand toward the skull. “Have the arrow wounds also healed?” 

“They have.” 

“Did you pull the arrows out of your body?” 

“No, druidess. They were lying on the grass beside me when I woke up. I thought it was Horeus who had pulled them out. But wouldn’t he take them with him instead of leaving them there?” 

Agira nodded. “And you don’t know who else it could have been?” 

“Who else? No, druidess.” He looked into her deep eyes. “Do you?” 

She raised her hands and put them on his temples. Her palms were icy, dry, and calloused. “I do, but you will never believe me if I told you, Garux, so I will show you.” 

Her pupils rolled upward until he could only see the whites of her eyes, which were tainted yellow and crisscrossed with red veins. She spoke in an unknown tongue, and her hands burned his temples. 

Garux’s head spun. Numbness scurried from his fingertips and up toward his wrists, as if his soul struggled to leave his body and roam around the chamber. His eyes closed, and the path to the quarry unrolled in his mind. He groaned when he recalled the pain of the arrows sinking into his flesh. A gurgle rose from his throat when Horeus’s sword slashed through his memory. 

Darkness descended. Sweat gushed out of his pores. He wanted to open his eyes but couldn’t. Agira’s hands still clenched his temples, but he also felt someone touching his body. The sound of the storm faded. A whisper reached his ear. 

“Everything will be good. I’m with you now, your deathless lover. We will roam the world hand in hand, forever and ever. We will never die, and our love won’t die either. You will learn to love me, Garux. And you’ll love me eternally.” 

Garux gasped and opened his eyes. Agira’s face came into focus; the hum of the rain rushed back into his ears. “Rawena!” he blurted out. “Rawena?” 

Agira nodded and lowered her hands. “By curse or blessing, through love or hatred, the two of you have become immortal.” 

“That’s impossible,” Garux wheezed, staring through the window toward the burial ground. 

Agira sighed. “Incredulous, are you not? Then go and make sure she has left her grave. Go on, immortal chieftain! But your labor will be futile.” 

Garux left the house and dashed toward a small, wooden bridge that spanned the creek and led to the cemetery. He crossed the bridge and rushed among the drenched barrows toward Rawena’s grave. 

His hands shook as he grabbed the first stone of the barrow and threw it aside. Sweat mixed with the rain and dripped from his nose before he removed the last stone and pushed away the three granite slabs that lay underneath. He started scooping the wet earth with his fingers and throwing it aside. 

The storm departed, and the sun struggled through the thinning clouds when his fingers touched some fabric. He pulled it out of the dirt and held it up with both hands. When he realized it was Rawena’s funeral shroud, he gasped and dropped it as if it had bitten him. 

So the druidess had told the truth. Rawena had become immortal, just like he had. 

His frantic mind flew back to the eclipse night and Rawena’s death, and to the eyes shining by the creek. Rawena must have planned to sacrifice Arvasia to an evil spirit. And the spirit had made him and Rawena immortal for botching the sacrifice. 

Eternal life should be a reward, though, not a punishment, so what was the price they were going to pay? What was the spirit’s scheme for their endless future? 

Garux sat in the drenched grave and buried his face in his hands. “Oh, gods, what have I become? And where is Rawena?”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN
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Gray clouds strangled the sun on the following day, and a chilly breeze blew from the north. It drizzled again as darkness returned. 

Like a lynx, Rawena skulked through the wet night toward the Marcomannic encampment. Her underdress dripped with rain; her soul swam in misery. She had spent the previous nights sleeping in drenched shelters, and the days looking for food and jumping at sounds and shadows.

Anger and nostalgia blended with her hunger and exhaustion when she made out the black outline of the quarry. Some days ago, she had been heading here to mine amber and opals, but the three Marcomannic soldiers had chased her into Pandemia’s swamp. And yesterday, when she had come for gemstones so she could travel to Gaul and buy some food and clothes along the way, she had found the Marcomannic camp blocking her access to the quarry. 

Back then, she had hidden and spied on the soldiers from a distance. But tonight, she intended to get inside the encampment. 

Armed patrols circled the clearing, resembling black specters in the rainy darkness. The flames of their torches flared among the trees, but no rushlights burned behind the thin leather of the silent tents in the camp. 

Rawena crept forward, keeping her eyes on the biggest tent. It belonged to the high commander, whom she had seen yesterday return from a hunting expedition. He was beefy but muscular, with a pointed beard, a thick mustache, and long red hair combed sideways and tied into a knot. She had recognized the name by which his men had addressed him: Ortaver. 

She knew Ortaver was the cousin of the Marcomannic king Marobod. Her tribe’s elders had said that Ortaver hated Celts for killing his parents and imprisoning him. However, she felt no sympathy for the man. 

If Ortaver hadn’t brought his soldiers here, they wouldn’t have chased her into Pandemia’s realm. And if they weren’t blocking access to the quarry, she could find means to start a new life. Ortaver had not only ended her past, he had destroyed her future. And now she was going to destroy his. 

Although she didn’t have a dagger, she had found a flint that was just as sharp as an iron blade, and she had practiced her thrust on a rotting deer carcass. She was sure she could kill Ortaver with a single stab. Then she would take his clothes, boots, weapons, and gold and leave Bohemia forever. 

Rawena looked around to make sure no sentries were near. Her hand shook as she reached for the flint and clenched its dull end. The cool touch of the stone calmed her. She drew the flint, sneaked into the encampment, and rushed toward the nearest thicket.

A howl came from the direction of the quarry hill. Was it a wolf calling his brothers from the hill’s peak, or a Marcomannic dog howling on the other side of the camp? Rawena wondered whether the hunting dog that had growled at her by the creek would recognize her scent and charge at her. 

The howling stopped, and she heard two sentries meet and exchange a few words. As they walked on, she squeezed the flint and crept toward Ortaver’s tent.

* * *
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GARUX’S AND RAWENA’S immortality was the greatest enigma Druidess Agira had ever faced. She drank a magic potion from the oldest skull on the pile to learn whether such a thing had ever happened before. The long-forgotten chieftain whose brain had once pulsed in the skull had no recollection of ordinary people ever becoming deathless. Agira had also mulled over every legend she could remember. All of them attributed immortality to gods only. 

In her dreams and visions, Agira occasionally glimpsed the world through Rawena’s eyes. The familiar woods told her that Rawena was still near, but Agira wanted to know what had happened and what she would do next. It was time to perform a special rite that would let her sneak into Rawena’s mind to read her thoughts, peer through her pupils, and eavesdrop through her ears. 

The foul weather had gnawed into Agira’s bones, and she leaned heavily on her cane and the arm of her acolyte, Kerta, as they crossed the burial ground. The flame on Kerta’s torch sputtered and raged at the attacking rain. 

“I hope you won’t catch death,” Kerta grumbled. “Rotting ghouls! What a wonderful night you have chosen for the rite!”

She was a burly middle-aged woman with a square jaw, thin curly hair, thick eyebrows, and the shoulders of a blacksmith. Although she was gruff, Agira liked her for her devotion and her ability to memorize the tribe’s law codes, lore, and symbology. 

“Stop nagging at me as if we were married, Kerta,” Agira said. “Death has been stumbling around me for decades like a blind badger. I bet it’s sleeping and hiding from the rain just like everyone else.” 

Rawena’s grave was just as Garux had left it the previous night: a hip-deep hole with an empty funeral shroud lying at the bottom. The three granite slabs Garux had pulled away lay propped against a pile of white stones of the barrow. 

Kerta’s bare feet sank deep into mud as she jumped inside the grave. She stuck the torch’s butt end into the mud, raised her hands, grabbed Agira under her arms, and lowered her inside. The strength of Kerta’s large hands was another reason the ailing Agira had chosen her as her acolyte. 

“Thank you, my helper,” Agira said as she sat down. “And now—it’s time to bury me.” 

“Just call me when you’re finished,” Kerta grumbled before she pulled herself out of the hole. “And try not to catch death down here.” 

The sound of rain dimmed as Kerta pulled a granite slab over the hole and sealed the druidess inside. Agira wrung Rawena’s shroud and held it above the blazing torch. As it dried, she focused on Rawena and visualized her violet eyes. 

The feeling that someone was inside the grave made her gasp and look around, but only the muddy ground, the dirt walls, and the granite ceiling swayed in the torchlight. Agira took a deep breath and forced herself to calm. 

The mud that covered the shroud cracked and flaked away. When the flames touched the skirt, gray smoke rose from the shroud like a ghost, rolling around the grave before it slithered through a tiny gap between the slab and the hole’s mouth. The smoke went into Agira’s eyes and brought out tears; it embraced her head, skulked up her nose, and made her dizzy. She tried not to cough as she chanted an incantation she’d learned from her grandmother. 

The smoke grew thicker. It blurred her vision and pulled her mind through her skull and up from the grave. On the wings of magic, her mind flew out of the town and through the black woods toward the quarry. It floated above the clearing and looked down on the Marcomannic encampment. 

Her mind descended and hovered above a shadow, which skulked toward the largest tent. Agira recognized Rawena. 

As Rawena halted by the tent and listened, snoring came from inside and reached Agira. Rawena looked around, lifted the flap of the leather, and slipped in. The snoring stopped. A shadow stirred in the dark. 

Rawena’s resentment and determination flushed through Agira’s head like a flooded river. It told her the shadow was Ortaver. Agira’s soul shivered in excitement when Rawena raised a piece of flint. She was about to stab him!

Something scurried up Agira’s back and severed the connection. She found herself squinting in the torchlight, coughing from the smoke that filled the grave. 

Tiny claws scratched her upper back. Agira gasped when a white rat with a golden tuft of fur on its head climbed up to her shoulder. The rat hissed, leaped off, and dashed into a small hole at the grave’s bottom—a hole Agira hadn’t seen before. 

An unknown fear made Agira screech. 

“Druidess!” Kerta screamed. 

The granite slab groaned as Kerta pushed it away. The smoke escaped through the gap, and raindrops fell on Agira anew. She took a deep breath of the pure, wet air. 

“What happened?” Kerta asked as she jumped into the grave and helped Agira to her feet. “Rotting ghouls, you’re trembling! Have you seen a bad omen?” 

Agira frowned as she stared at the rat hole. She would never admit that a rodent had spooked her and interrupted her rite and vision. As the hole closed, she knew she hadn’t seen an ordinary rat. But that didn’t matter now. 

“No omens, Kerta,” she said, trying to sound cheerful despite her lingering fear. Remembering the flint in Rawena’s hand and the determination in her heart, she added, “Quite the opposite: brave and immortal, Rawena has killed Ortaver.” 

* * *
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AS AGIRA FELL ASLEEP on her cot just before dawn, the drumming of hundreds of hoofs echoed through her dreams. She woke up convinced the Marcomannic reinforcements had set out. Guessing it would take them four days to arrive, she told Garux to attack Ortaver’s encampment in three days. However, he would have wanted much more time to get ready. 

Frenzy flushed through the town. Garux and the soldiers devised strategies, blacksmiths, carpenters, and fletchers made new weapons, and everyone else mended, cleaned, and sharpened the old ones. The tribe had united, at least for now, to fight off the invaders. 

Four hundred and seven people were to march on the Marcomanni, who were between four hundred and fifty and five hundred. While many Celts rushed into battles without practice or plans, like crazed cattle galloping toward a precipice, Garux’s tribe had fifty professional soldiers, and everyone had occasionally engaged in mock fights. 

Since they would attack while most Marcomanni slept, they would also have the element of surprise. Agira had told them about her ritual vision, and they hoped that Ortaver’s death had destabilized the enemy. 

The warriors honed their weapon skills throughout the third day. They fell into a fretful sleep at dusk but rose and gathered by the gate before the waning moon reached its zenith. 

Agira was to stay behind, along with the other elders and the little children. She came to the gate to see the army off, though, just like everyone else. 

She smiled at the sight of Garux atop a black warhorse. His blood wasn’t hers, and it wasn’t even noble, but she liked him much more than the worms of her clansmen. He shifted in the wooden saddle as though it was full of splinters, for he had never ridden a horse until three days ago. A shadow of uncertainty dwelled in his eyes, as if he doubted he was fit to lead the tribe into battle. She hoped his courage and immortality would compensate for his lack of skill and experience.   

Garux had inherited the warhorse from Ateran, along with a conical helmet, a leather breastplate, a wooden shield covered with leather, and a long, slashing sword in a gilded scabbard. The gear had been passed from chieftain to chieftain for generations. Agira remembered the helmet used to have deer antlers to make the wearer look taller. The antlers had been broken off during a battle, though, and only short stumps remained. 

Garux had named his friend Vitis the new army captain and given him Horeus’s horse and weapons. As the chieftain’s future wife, Arvasia also got a sword and a warhorse. Seneusia and the other commoners would fight on foot, though, armed with flimsy spears, daggers, hammers, and battleaxes made of bog iron. The nobles were all mounted, and Agira knew Garux resented it. She also thought it unfair, but as the druidess, she had to preserve at least some of the tribe’s traditions. 

Agira gave Garux an encouraging smile and shuffled to a group of defiant nobles. 

“You better behave honorably, worms!” she barked. “Keep in mind who the real enemy is. Remember what happened to Uxur and Ateran!” 

The nobles nodded and murmured, hanging their heads under her glare. Their horses snorted and pranced as they caught the riders’ agitation. 

Agira had told everyone that Garux was immortal. She had given the nobles a long speech, warning them that, since the tribe was at war, anyone who disobeyed the new chieftain would die in flames as a traitor. 

She turned back to Garux just as he leaned over to Arvasia and kissed her mouth. A pang of jealousy bruised Agira’s heart. She envied them their youth and love, both of which she had lost decades ago. Even so, her heart bled for Garux, who would outlive everyone he had known and loved in his younger days, just as she had. 

Arvasia trotted to the commoners, and Agira guessed she went to say goodbye to Seneusia in case they would never see each other again. Agira shuddered when she recalled that many children would lose their parents, and many parents would lose their children tonight. 

Agira shuffled to Garux and lifted her head to him. “Those won’t give you any trouble.” She nodded toward the nobles. “They know that if they do, I will crap in their ashes. And the Marcomanni will be like blind moles now that our brave Rawena killed their leader. Wise you are, Garux, and bold and deathless. You will do a magnificent job on the battlefield.” 

“A magnificent job?” Garux gave her a grateful smile, and the shadow of uncertainty faded from his eyes. “Well, I hope so. Thank you, druidess. Thank you for everything.” 

She lifted her hand and patted the horse’s neck. “Go now and squish the Marcomannic worms. May the gods give you luck and strength, chieftain.” 

She stepped aside, and he turned his horse to face his army. “Take your positions,” he called. The warriors began to shift. 

Arvasia trotted back to Garux, and they turned to the gate to ride through first. Kerta and the other nobles lined behind them, three riders abreast. At the back of the cavalry, Vitis ordered his men to form behind him. 

The commoners took positions in the rear. The men were naked, their bodies daubed with swirling patterns of blue dye made from woad, a hallucinogenic plant that caused lasting erections. That phenomenon had always scared the wits out of the Romans, who called it ‘battle lust’, and Agira hoped it would also frighten the Marcomanni. A girl’s embarrassed squeal at the back of the army told the druidess that the plant was already working. 

The elders waved as the cavalry moved forward. Babies cried and screamed for their mothers, who gave them nervous looks before they rode or marched through the gate. Tears crept into Agira’s eyes. She guessed that at least half of the warriors, most of whom she had helped bring into this world, would never return. 

As the army disappeared into the night, two old men shut and barred the gate. 

A raven croaked three times on the parapet. 

Gasps rattled in the elders’ throats like a dying breath; fear surged through Agira’s heart. A raven’s triple croak was the worst of omens, and its coming just as the tribe had set out for a battle made it even more sinister. 

A pair of violet eyes materialized in Agira’s mind, and she recalled the vision in Rawena’s grave. Had Rawena really killed Ortaver and drove the Marcomanni into turmoil as Agira hoped? What if Ortaver had overcome her and put his army on high alert? 

Agira had to reconnect with Rawena. She turned to a group of crones. “Put the children to bed and try to get some sleep as well. That’s the best remedy for all worries.” 

The women took the crying children to their homes, and Agira shuffled toward her grove. By the time she crossed the fields and reached the first oaks, she couldn’t catch her breath, and all her muscles throbbed. She feared she would soon have to give up her dwelling and move into the town. 

She shambled through the grove and entered her house. A grunt escaped her as she sat on her cot and reached for the charred remnants of Rawena’s funeral shroud, which she’d brought back on the night of the ritual. 

Agira wished she could return to Rawena’s grave to repeat the rite, but while she could probably climb down into the hole, she would never manage to scramble back up. She sighed as she looked down at her thin, withered legs and gnarled, liver-spotted hands. 

“I crap on this body,” she murmured. “I hate being so feeble and helpless. I would gladly sacrifice my magic skills to return to my youth. How sad that not even the druids know how to revert the cruel flow of time.” 

Agira looked through the window toward the burial ground and frowned. Another reason why she wouldn’t go there was the fear of the white rat, which she suspected was an evil spirit or a malevolent god in disguise. She hoped the spirits that guarded the sacred grove, and her ancestors whose skulls rested just beside her cot, would prevent the rat from scurrying into her house. 

Agira lay down, covered herself with the bear hide that served as her blanket, and pressed the funeral shroud against her face. It smelled of the smoke that had transported her to the Marcomannic camp three nights ago. 

She pulled the hide over her head and rolled it into a ball so it pressed hard against her face. The hide squished her nose, and she opened her mouth for air. As she exhaled, her breath scurried in the tight space between her face and the shroud and made her face sweat. When she inhaled again, the shroud stuck to her mouth and nostrils and severed the supply of oxygen. A wave of panic made her lift her hands to the hide, but she resisted the urge to pull it off her head. 

Her heart drummed in her temples; flashes of light erupted in front of her eyes. As she slipped toward unconsciousness, she mentally recited the incantation she had murmured in Rawena’s grave. 

Magic and the lack of air made her mind leave her body and glide out the window. It flew over the gate, floated above the woods, and headed for the quarry. It overtook her tribe’s army, reached the encampment, and glided into Ortaver’s tent. 

Two shadows lay there on their backs: Rawena and Ortaver. At first, Agira thought they were dead, but that didn’t make sense, especially since Rawena was immortal. 

Agira’s lungs burned, but the pain was so distant it seemed to belong to another body. Her mind hovered in the tent, wondering what was happening. When their bodies came into focus, she saw they were naked. Their peaceful breathing filled her ears. 

Agira moaned, and the sound of her voice brought her mind back. She pulled the hide and shroud off her head and gasped for air. 

“That whore!” she wheezed when she caught her breath. 

So Rawena had seduced Ortaver and joined the Marcomanni. She’d become the deathless foe of the Celts. 

Agira sat up with a groan. She wished she could send someone to warn Garux that Ortaver was still alive, but only the very young and the ancient had stayed behind. None of them could run fast enough to catch up with the army. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN
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Rawena woke up to Ortaver’s snoring. She scowled and kicked his ankle, and he turned on his back, mumbled, and fell quiet. The moonlight seeped through the tent, and she studied his face. 

“You’re so ugly,” she whispered, cringing at his puffy cheeks and long, crooked nose. “An ugly Marcomannic dog.” 

When he snored again, Rawena rammed her fingernails between his ribs. She smirked when he moaned and turned his back to her. 

“You are a heavy sleeper for a soldier,” she whispered. “One day, it might cost you your life.” 

Rawena regretted that Ortaver had taken her flint away, and that she hadn’t stabbed him to death when she’d had the chance. But, as she had found out, practice-stabbing a rotting deer was much easier than murdering a human. 

Three nights ago, as she had crawled into his tent and raised the flint, her hand had trembled with the urge to bring it down into his throat. The night was black, but she saw his silhouette as he sat up. She could have stabbed a mute shadow. But Ortaver snapped a question, and she lost her nerve. 

He had repeated the question, and she noticed a tinge of apprehension in his voice. She guessed he’d asked who she was. And since she would probably alarm him if she spoke in Gaulish, she only said, “Rawena.” 

Ortaver asked another question. Although he sounded relieved the uninvited guest was female, she feared he would call the sentries and punish her for sneaking up on him. Then she got an idea. If she couldn’t kill Ortaver and rob him to get means to reach Gaul . . . why not ask him for asylum?

She couldn’t return to her tribe, and if she stayed alone in the woods, the Marcomanni might catch, rape, and murder her. The autumn would come soon, with its sleets and biting winds, and she only had the light underdress she’d been buried in. She could rob Ortaver later. But now she had to hope for his mercy. 

A flash of inspiration made her blurt out, “Please don’t turn me away. I grew up in Celtic captivity, just like you, and I even forgot the Marcomannic language. But I’m your blood.” 

She paused, trying to guess whether he believed her lie. When he said nothing, she continued. “When I heard rumors about your troops settling in these woods, I escaped and looked for you. I roamed the woods for days, and this evening I finally found your encampment. I longed to join you, but I feared that your soldiers wouldn’t understand me and take me for a Celt. Then I saw you, and I could tell you were noble and that you would protect me. So I waited for the night and came straight to you.” 

Ortaver didn’t answer. She heard him grope around. A flint struck iron, and a spark flew up. It leaped to a char cloth and made it glow. The weak light showed her he was naked from the waist up, with a woolen blanket thrown over his legs and groin. 

He placed the end of a dry rush plant to the tiny flame. As the plant caught fire, the rushlight chased the blackness away from the tent. It brightened his swollen face and tousled hair. His tiny, dark eyes squinted from under droopy eyelids that seemed to have no eyelashes. 

When he saw the flint in her hand, he grabbed her wrist and squeezed it. His fingers felt like iron rods, and pain made her drop the flint. He snatched it and threw it behind his back. 

“That was my only weapon,” she said. “And I surrender it to you, just as I surrender my body and soul. I can tell you are noble, a strong man and a warrior. Please don’t send me back. Don’t betray your blood!”

Ortaver frowned. “What’s all this nonsense you’re clucking about?” he asked in guttural Gaulish. It differed from the language of her tribe, but she was relieved she could understand it—and that he had understood her, although he might not have believed her.

Rawena took his hand. “Will you be my master and protector?”

He stared at her with mistrust and incredulity, as if he thought she was crazy. That made her so angry she leaned forward to hit him. But his scowl melted as soon as the rushlight touched her face. 

Ortaver gazed into her large violet eyes as if they hypnotized him, and her heartbeat quickened. No other man had ever looked at her with so much admiration. He stroked her cheek, and then his hand traced her neck and went down to her breast. He groaned in his throat as he squeezed it. 

To her surprise, Rawena felt a tingling in her crotch. The rushlight died, and blackness swallowed his ugly face. Everything went smoothly after that. 

Losing her virginity was painful, but the second time brought an unexpected pleasure, which grew with each intercourse. Although he spent most of the time hunting or directing practice fights, Ortaver’s libido was insatiable. While his face was ugly, hard muscles bulged under his skin and reminded her of Garux.

Starved for love, Rawena at times thought she was falling for Ortaver, but the notion always filled her with so much self-loathing she pulled her hair and skinned her forearm. She wanted Ortaver to love her, as it would make her less miserable. But it was her duty of a Celtic woman to hate him. 

Although she still felt like a traitor, she kept telling herself she’d had no other choice. While she was immortal, she suffered from pain, cold, and hunger, and she could be hurt, scarred, and maimed. She had often thought of robbing Ortaver and escaping, but she wanted to stay near Garux. 

Rawena had forgiven Garux for loving her sister, and she was prepared to wait for Arvasia to grow old and die. He would be hers then, and she would have an eternity to make him fall in love with her. In the meantime, she needed another man to protect her. And who could make her feel safer than a high commander, a king’s cousin? 

Ortaver seldom spoke to her, and she knew he mistrusted her, but she had made him swear he would never let his soldiers touch her. So far, he’d kept his oath. 

Rawena frowned when he snored again. He repulsed her so much she wanted to scratch his tiny eyes out. 

“Ugly, ugly, ugly!” 

She was about to punch his shoulder blade, but a scurrying sound made her freeze. She sat up and looked around the tent. The moonlight sifted through the leather and fell on a white spot at her feet. The spot moved, and Rawena recognized Pandemia in her rodent form. 

Pandemia scurried toward her, climbed into her lap, and chittered, “You need to get out of here, darling. Your people are about to attack the encampment.” 

Rawena frowned. “What are you talking about?” 

Ortaver mumbled and sighed. Pandemia looked at him, sniffed, and bored her beady eyes back into Rawena’s. “Run away and hide in the woods! Or better yet, follow me into the safety of my home. Come, come! I will lead you.” 

Rawena almost got up to follow her. Then she remembered how upset Pandemia had been when she had abandoned her. This had to be the rat-woman’s trick to make her return to the swamp. 

“I don’t believe you. Liar!” 

Pandemia chirped. “Your own mother or sister might cripple you if you don’t escape.” 

“Get lost, you disgusting rat!” Rawena hissed, raising her hand to strike her. 

Pandemia ran out of her reach. She halted at Rawena’s foot, turned around, and stared at her. The sleeping Ortaver smacked his lips and scratched his hip. 

“I said get lost!” Rawena kicked up her foot and made Pandemia roll off. 

Pandemia shuddered and stood on her hind legs. “Suit yourself, my ungrateful sister,” she said. Then she went back on all fours and scurried out of the tent.  

Rawena lay down on the pile of soft, warm hides and closed her eyes. Soon she fell asleep. 

* * *
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BLOOD ROARED THROUGH Arvasia’s veins, and her hands trembled with a thrill she had never experienced. Nearing the place where she could lose her life, she felt more alive than ever before. A war cry echoed through her head as she rode beside the chieftain at the head of the army. 

The chieftain would soon become her husband, and she was in full control of her warhorse. However, neither achievement had come easily. Garux had taken years to ask her to marry him, and the horse had unsaddled her when she had first mounted it. But Garux had asked Seneusia for Arvasia’s hand and made their engagement official. And the horse had learned to obey her every cue.  

Arvasia felt like a goddess atop such a magnificent beast. Then she remembered her mother, on foot and without a breastplate. 

She turned her head and scanned the rows of warriors, but Seneusia had become one of a hundred black silhouettes, a faceless soul in infantry of shadows. It was as if she already walked through the Otherworld, and Arvasia wondered whether she would see her again. 

And what about her sister? Was Rawena still near the encampment? 

Arvasia had told nobody that Rawena had kidnapped her, and Garux had promised not to tell either. The druidess said Rawena had resurrected Garux and killed Ortaver, and everyone thought her divine and heroic. Still, Arvasia’s heart swam in confusion whenever she thought about her. 

“Stop it,” she whispered to herself, realizing that such a mindset was suicidal before a battle. “Stop it and focus.” 

Garux noticed her agitation. He steered his horse closer, leaned toward her, and stroked her shoulder. “All will be over before the sun rises,” he whispered. “And tomorrow you’ll become my wife!” 

“May it be true, my love,” Arvasia replied with a smile. Then she recalled he was immortal, and a greater uneasiness groped around her heart. 

She still remembered the yellow eyes shining by the creek. Had her sister wanted to sacrifice her to a ghoul? Had the ghoul punished Rawena and Garux with immortality for botching the sacrifice? Whatever it was, Arvasia felt a disaster creeping their way. Besides, Garux would remain youthful while she withered, and she worried that one day he might leave her . . . if she survived the battle. 

They neared the quarry. Garux raised his hand as a sign for quiet, and others passed the message toward the infantry. Arvasia thought the clapping of hoofs felt like an earthquake, and she wondered why they hadn’t been noticed. 

A moment later, a volley of barking told her they had. 

A pack of dogs ran at the cavalry. One of them leaped up to bite her foot. She kicked its snout, and the dog yelped and ran away. The other dogs ran past her, and she hoped someone would kill them or scare them away before they reached the infantry. Then she realized that vicious dogs would be the least of the dangers her mother would face tonight. 

“Charge!” Garux shouted, drawing his sword and stirring his horse into a gallop. As they barreled into the clearing, a horn bellowed through the encampment: the Marcomannic sentinels alerting their army. 

Arvasia spotted a black silhouette of a sentinel nocking an arrow. She galloped toward him, leaned sideways, and raised her sword. As he turned toward her, she sank the blade into his neck with a practiced swing. A geyser of blood spurted out. When his lifeless body hit the ground, she heard a scream of terror. Then she realized it was she who had screamed. 

The nobles screeched like ghouls as they galloped through the encampment and made their horses trample the enemy soldiers who rushed out of their tents. Something told Arvasia to look at the largest tent. She saw a man scrambling out and running into the battle—and a woman following him out but running the other way, toward the woods. Arvasia thought she recognized Rawena.

A dreadful shriek flew around the encampment as a Celtic soldier blew a carnyx, a long, animal-headed trumpet whose sound served to frighten the enemy. It didn’t affect the Marcomanni, though, as they must have heard it during the battles in the south. Neither did they look scared at the sight of the naked, aroused Celts, perhaps because some of them had also left the tents undressed.

All the Marcomanni had grabbed their weapons, though, and while Arvasia had hoped they would be sleepy, scared, and disoriented, they swiftly counterattacked. 

A bearded soldier reached for her horse’s reins. In his other hand, he grasped a mace. The horse reared before he could grab the reins, though, and for a moment, Arvasia thought she would fall off the saddle. When the horse went back on all fours, she slashed at the man’s arm and severed it above the wrist. The man fell to his knees, screaming as he stared at his bleeding stump. 

Her horse screamed and flinched. Arvasia glanced down and saw an arrow sticking from the side of its neck. Blood trickled out of the wound and darkened its brown coat. Another arrow drilled into the horse’s rump. The beast bucked and threw her over its head. 

Arvasia fell on her back. The impact nearly knocked the soul out of her body, but as she knew she might be gored or trampled, she gasped for air and scrambled to her feet. 

A man in a torn undershirt charged at her with a sword. Blood gushed from a slash on his cheek, but he grinned like a fiend. She raised her sword, and their blades met with a dreadful clang. The man was burly and almost a head taller, and the blow of his sword sprained her wrist. Her arm was still bruised from the stool Horeus had thrown at her, and while she had forgotten the injury, the injury hadn’t forgotten her. The dormant pain blasted through her nerves as if the stool had hit her again. 

The man brought his sword down. The blades clashed again, and the impact knocked her weapon out of her hand. She lost her balance and fell on her back. 

The man laughed and stood over her. He pointed the sword at her chest to pin her to the ground.

Time seemed to freeze. Arvasia noticed he had the same large, green eyes as Garux. She tried to seek mercy in his pupils. But all she saw was bloodlust. 

She groped the ground for her sword but couldn’t find it. Instead, her fingers touched something soft and clammy: the hand she had cut off the other Marcomannic soldier. 

A familiar voice reached her ears. She glanced toward it and saw her mother rushing at the man with her battleax. He raised his sword and began to turn toward her. Arvasia screeched and threw the severed hand at him to distract him. As the hand slapped his face, he twitched and glanced back at her, his arm lifted. Seneusia sprang forward and sank the battleax between his exposed ribs. 

“Mam!” Arvasia breathed out as the man collapsed. 

Seneusia stood over him and pried the ax out of his ribcage. He groaned and tried to grab her leg. Then his arm dropped as if all his muscles had decayed. Seneusia helped Arvasia to her feet and hurried back into the battle. 

Then the earth trembled. 

Dozens of armed horsemen galloped into the encampment, shouting and drawing their weapons. The Marcomannic defenders cheered: their reinforcements had arrived. They must have ridden hard during the moonlit night, and they came faster than Agira had expected. 

An enormous horse barreled into Arvasia and sent her flying. As she fell, a hoof stomped the ground a hand’s breadth from her face. Another hoof skinned her knee as the horse galloped over her. A disjointed thought flashed through her whirling mind that she had spent more time on the ground than on her feet.

Then somebody shouted, “Retreat!” and brought her back to her senses. The dreaded word rose from dozens of Celtic throats. 

Arvasia ran from the clearing, her knee screeching in protest. Other tribespeople overtook her as she reached the woods. Although she hoped to see Garux or Seneusia, she couldn’t recognize anyone in the black chaos. 

What she left behind sounded like echoes from the dark depths of the Otherworld: the groaning of dying Celts, the screaming of crazed horses, and the roar of victorious Marcomanni. 
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Arvasia hid in the black woods and took the path to her town at daybreak. She rushed home as fast as her fatigue and her injured knee allowed, hoping to reunite with Garux and Seneusia. She rejoiced when she saw her mother perched on the parapet by the gate. 

Seneusia yelped with joy and disappeared behind the battlements. A moment later, the gate creaked open, and she rushed toward Arvasia. Blood covered Seneusia’s face, and she also limped, but her eyes shone with relief. 

“My child!” she said as they embraced. “My dear child.” 

Arvasia hung to her like a newborn, too relieved for words. Only when Seneusia kissed her forehead and led her through the gate, she said, “I’m so happy you’re alive, Mam.” 

A crowd gathered around them: children and elderly, and bleeding, filthy survivors. Although some of them smiled at her, their eyes swam in a gloom that contrasted with the warm sunshine and the chirping of the birds. 

As the sentinels shut and barred the gate, Arvasia scanned the crowd for Garux. She didn’t find him. 

“I got in only a while ago,” Seneusia said, embracing her again. “And my heart nearly died when I couldn’t find you. Thank gods you are here.” 

“I’m here thanks to you, Mam. You saved my life! But—where is Garux?” 

Seneusia said nothing but held her tighter. 

“Oh, no,” Arvasia groaned, nausea creeping into her throat. So Garux hadn’t made it back. What if the Marcomanni had beheaded him? 

“He might still come, dear girl,” Seneusia said, stroking the length of Arvasia’s hair. “He was probably the last to retreat, and I’m sure survivors will start pouring in now that the sun is up.” 

They turned toward the gate and waited. A horse without a rider ambled along. Two noblemen came a little later, their tattoos invisible under a layer of dried blood, their arms thrown around each other for support. A large group of fighters stumbled in at midmorning, but Garux wasn’t among them. Neither was Vitis and about a half of the other warriors. 

Arvasia longed to ask Agira if she had seen them in her vision. Agira was holed up in her grove, though, and it was her acolyte Kerta who took care of the wounded. Kerta said Agira was ill, but Arvasia suspected it was the shame of mis-predicting the enforcements’ arrival that kept the druidess at home.  

The sun climbed higher, and Garux’s warhorse appeared on the path. The saddle was empty. 

The only living thing that reached the town afterward was a large raven. It croaked three times as it flew over the gate. 

* * *
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WHEN SHE HAD ESCAPED the battle last night, Rawena found refuge near the top of the quarry hill. Sensing danger from both the Celts and the Marcomanni, she didn’t leave until the sun shone high above her head. 

As she now headed for the encampment, she wondered who had won the battle. Was her new lover still alive? And what about the man she loved? 

Part of her had wanted to join the Celts last night, but she had feared a blade would pierce her heart. Besides, her sudden appearance might have unbalanced her people enough to lose the battle. 

When she descended the quarry hill, Rawena saw they had lost in any case. The clearing brimmed with Marcomanni, who pitched new tents and piled up corpses. The army was larger than before: the reinforcements, which Ortaver had so fervently expected, had arrived. 

She skulked through the forest at the foot of the hill, hiding behind trees and bushes. Pain gripped her heart when she saw dozens of dead and injured Celts lying on the gory ground. She was too far to recognize them, and she prayed that Mother, Arvasia, and Garux weren’t among them.

Rawena wondered how to find Ortaver. What would she do if he were dead? His old soldiers hated and mistrusted her, and the newcomers would probably kill her as soon as they spotted her checkered underdress. 

A rustle made her turn around. Something moved among the trees. A sparrow flew up from a tree crown with an angered chatter. Another sound crept at her from behind, and when she turned around, she came face to face with a Marcomannic sentinel. He had a sunburned face and a scar on his forehead. She had never seen him before. 

He raised his spear and stepped forward. From the corner of her eye, she spotted another sentinel creeping toward her, and she backed up. For the second time since the invasion, Rawena faced enemy soldiers. What were her chances of escaping again? 

She guessed the forest swarmed with more sentinels, so she turned around and ran toward the encampment. She had to find Ortaver. 

The woods thinned as she neared the clearing, and sunshine flooded her eyes. She glanced back. The two men ran only steps behind her. One of them shouted. She looked ahead again—and saw a man stepping from behind a tree on the fringe of the encampment. She slowed, looking where to run, and one of the pursuers lunged at her. 

His weight threw her face-down on the ground. As she began to turn over to fight him, a fist landed behind her ear and sent flashes into her eyes. The other pursuer bored a knee into her back, knocking all the air from her lungs. 

Rawena heard the third man run toward them. He grabbed her by the hair and pulled her to her feet, shouting a question she didn’t understand. When he sneered, she noticed his teeth were broken and decayed. The other two men clenched her wrist and led her between them to the encampment. 

Other soldiers rushed toward them and walked alongside. They all shouted in that strange, guttural language, some with anger, others with excitement. When they reached the middle of the encampment, one of her captors tripped her. The crowd cheered as she fell. 

“Ortaver!” she screeched, hoping she wasn’t trying to raise a corpse. 

A shadow of worry passed over the men’s faces, and her heart fluttered with hope. Rawena remembered some of them, and they seemed to recognize her as their commander’s consort. She screamed his name over and over. 

A few soldiers hurried away. The others looked at each other as if to ask what they should do with her. Then the crowd swayed, and Ortaver elbowed his way into the circle.

He stared at her in disbelief. Then his face clouded with wrath, and he roared and punched the nearest soldier. The soldier staggered and held his nose, blood trickling through his fingers. Ortaver turned to the others and shouted. The soldiers dispersed. 

He walked to her and kneeled beside her. To her surprise, she saw tenderness pass over his small, ugly eyes. 

“I was starting to think you were a Celtic spy, and that I would never see you again after the battle,” he said as he took her hand and helped her sit. “But you came back to me, so I guess I was wrong.” 

She wrapped her arms around his neck. “Gods only know what your men wanted to do to me,” she said in a strained voice. “You promised they would never touch me. You promised!”

He stroked her back and said, “The newcomers didn’t know about you, my dear, but now they do. You will be safe with me. That I swear.” 

As she calmed, Rawena realized they had rarely exchanged so many words before, and that he had never talked to her so gently. She hadn’t known that an army commander could be that tender. 

Ortaver helped her to her feet and ran his fingers through her hair. “You are stunning, Rawena,” he said, admiration further softening his voice. “A woman to die for.” 

Her heartbeat echoed in her throat, for nobody had ever told her such a thing. Perhaps one day, when the war against the Celts ended, she could fall in love with Ortaver. 

“Why don’t you wait for me in our tent, Rawena?” He smiled and kissed the top of her head. “I’ll come and join you . . . as soon as I’m done executing the captives.”

Rawena bit her tongue so hard that blood spurted into her mouth. She nodded and turned around, trying to mask the pain and horror that clenched her heart. When she stumbled into the privacy of the tent, she curled on the hides and burst into tears. 
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Arvasia screamed when she felt a hand touch her forehead. She opened her eyes and stared into her mother’s face. 

“Calm down, my dear,” Seneusia said. “It’s just me.” 

Arvasia looked around the wooden walls of her home. The lines and knots on the planks swam in silvery murkiness. Moonlight seeped in through the ventilation hole in the thatched roof. It was the dead of night. 

She couldn’t remember when exhaustion had sent her to sleep. The last thing she recalled was sitting on the straw mattress and taking off her belt with the empty scabbard. 

“Has Garux come back?” she asked, sitting up. Then she realized it was a silly question; had he returned, he would have come straight to her. 

Pain flooded her knee when she moved her legs. But greater agony reached for her soul. 

Seneusia said, “He might still return. Remember he’s immortal.” 

Arvasia nodded and took a deep breath so as not to sob. 

She glanced at Rawena’s empty mattress and recalled the woman running out of the Marcomannic tent. Had it really been her sister? 

Arvasia thought of telling Mother, but then she decided against it, for she didn’t want to add to her worries. She knew Mother’s heart was torn about Rawena. Although she had rejoiced at Rawena’s resurrection, Seneusia often stared into oblivion and chewed her lower lip as if she wondered what her older daughter had become. 

A draught swept over the remains of a cooking fire on the dirt floor. The glowing embers lit Mother’s puffy eyes. She looked old and drained. 

“Did you get some rest, Mam?” 

“Yes, a little,” Seneusia replied as she stood. “But now it’s time to get up, my girl. We have to prepare for the siege.” 

Guilt pulled Arvasia to her feet. How could she have slept through the worst crisis in the tribe’s history? It seemed shameful, especially since she was the chieftain’s betrothed.

Seneusia nodded toward a pot of porridge that sat beside the embers. “You need to eat before you go.” 

“I’m not hungry, Mam,” Arvasia replied, although she didn’t remember when she had last eaten. “We should go right away.” 

Seneusia opened her mouth as if to protest, but then she smiled and stroked Arvasia’s hair. “All right.” 

On impulse, Arvasia took Seneusia’s hand as they left the house, just like when she was little. The warmth of her mother’s skin filled her with comfort. 

Groups of children passed by, heading for the fort. Some came from the granaries, dragging sacks of wheat that were almost as big as they were. Others strained under the weight of buckets of water from the creek. The old men who rolled barrels of beer out of the longhouse also headed for the fort. So did the three old women who drove a large flock of sheep with the help of barking dogs. 

Arvasia guessed they would keep the sheep in the moat between the fort and its ramparts, and milk and butcher them in case the Marcomanni broke into the town and chased the tribe into the fort. 

“Sleeping while everyone else is working was wrong,” Arvasia said, watching the smoke billow out of every smithy. “I’m sorry.” 

“The children and elders have been busy all day, but the warriors have just started,” Seneusia replied. “We all needed our rest. We’ve got a long night behind us—and a long night ahead.” 

“How long do you think we could withstand the siege, Mam?” 

“We don’t know there will be a siege, dear girl.” 

“I’m not little anymore, Mam. I know well what’s coming. Will we last at least a few months?” 

Seneusia bit her lower lip. “Let us hope so.” 

“And then?” 

Seneusia sighed and shook her head, and they walked in silence. After a while she said, “Let’s see if they need us at the gate.” 

They passed a group of people who made ladders in front of a carpenter shop. The sound of clashing metal came from the smithies, slower and quieter than usual. Some of the people Arvasia saw through the open doorways seemed too old to be standing at the anvil. Others could hardly reach it.  

“They are making new arrowheads,” Seneusia said. “Many smiths haven’t returned from the battle, so we have to rely on the elders and apprentices. Let’s hope they do it well. We will need lots of good arrows in case the Marcomanni try to scale the battlements.” 

A large bonfire blazed on the square between the workshops and the gate. About three dozen elders sat on the ground, making arrows in the light of the flames. The town’s former master fletcher, Toothless Albon, hobbled around, his weak eyes supervising the work. 

Any other night, the elders would sing as they tied and glued the arrowheads to the shafts, or tell stories as they fitted feathers into the notches at the shafts’ ends. Tonight they were silent. Only the fire hummed and murmured as it lit the square and dried the glue on the finished arrows. 

Arvasia looked for Agira to ask her about Garux. The druidess wasn’t among the elders, though, and Arvasia guessed she was still hiding at home. 

A large ox overtook them near the gate. Its eyes bulged as it dragged a cartful of stones. A group of men unloaded another cart and piled the stones against the gate so it would let through only a single person. 

Acolyte Kerta oversaw a group of workers who dug holes by the gate. Arvasia guessed they were making traps in case the enemy scaled the battlements. They could also use the excavated dirt to extinguish fires. 

“Good you’re here,” Kerta said as she spotted the two women. “We need one of you to patrol outside the battlements. The other can dig.” 

Arvasia frowned in hesitation. She wanted the worse job, but which one was it? While digging was hard, patrolling could be dangerous. Her mother was probably thinking the same, for uncertainty swam in her eyes. 

“You can switch halfway through the night,” Kerta grumbled impatiently. She grabbed a spear that leaned against the battlements and gave it to Arvasia. “Why don’t you go on the patrol first?”  

Arvasia nodded and took the spear. 

“Others are patrolling there too, so don’t attack or raise the alarm as soon as someone gets near you,” Kerta said. “If you hear anyone, hoot like an owl. If they hoot back, it means it’s one of ours. If they don’t, call at the archers to get ready.” She pointed to the silhouettes walking on the parapet atop the battlements. With a sigh she added, “And then run.” 

Kerta turned back to the diggers, and Seneusia embraced Arvasia. “Circle the town, from one edge of the gorge to the other,” she said. “And whenever you pass by, poke your head in to tell me you are well.” 

“I will.” 

Seneusia kissed her forehead and let her go. “Be safe, brave girl.”

“You too, dear Mother.” 

Arvasia walked through the gate, turned left, and headed north along an overgrown path between the black woods and the battlements. She would go around the burial ground and the pastures before she reached the cliff over the Isera River. 

Faint voices and the clanging of tools came from the gate. However, they faded when she reached the creek, which flowed into the town further north, looped around the burial ground, and rushed outside through a small tunnel in the battlements. 

As she leaped over the creek, she shuddered when she realized that Rawena’s empty grave yawned just behind the fortification. The entire tribe had gone to see the grave, but not even the druidess could explain what had happened. Arvasia still didn’t know what to think about her sister’s resurrection. 

The waning moon shone sickly through the forest and cast eerie shadows on the path and the battlements. Not a sound came from the town, and the feeling of desolation made her grip the spear more firmly. 

At last, she saw the silver string of the creek again. She skipped it and left the burial ground behind. 

Then the moon hid behind a cloud, and she felt as if she had stepped into a cave. She stumbled in near blackness, her left hand tracing the cold stones of the battlements. Her other hand clenched the spear so firmly her fingers throbbed. 

Arvasia neared the cliff’s edge. The River Isera hummed below, jittery masses of frigid water that rushed through the night.

A rustling sound made her freeze. She opened her mouth to ask who it was, but then she remembered the signal and hooted. No answer came from the darkness. The rustling came closer. Someone stood behind the nearest trees, a few steps away. 

Cold sweat gushed out of her pores as she pressed her back against the wall. Her heart pummeled her ribs. She had been lucky to escape the Marcomannic carnage with just a skinned knee, but the Celts had a saying that luck was a fickle companion. And this time, her mother was too far to come to the rescue. 

Arvasia raised her spear and hooted again. 

The rustling stopped. A man said in a hoarse voice, “Damn that owl!” 

She swayed with relief. That man didn’t know the signal. But he was from her tribe.   

“Who is it?” she asked. 

A black silhouette emerged from the woods and nearly staggered into the point of her spear. She lowered the spear and peered at the man. 

“Vitis!” she exclaimed when she recognized her friend. 

Vitis halted a step from her and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Where’s the gate?” he blurted out. “I cannot get into town if I don’t find the damned gate!” Panic surged through his words, which were slurred as if he were drunk.

“Calm down, my friend,” she whispered. 

The sweat on his hands soaked through her underdress. She pressed her fingertips against his forehead to see if he ran a fever. His skin scorched her. Something seemed to be wrong with his face, and when she squinted in the darkness, she thought his left eye was swollen shut. 

“Gate, where is the gate?” he repeated, shaking her again. “I got lost. I need to find the gate to get in. I-I . . . I got so lost!” 

“I’ll take you home, Vitis. Please don’t be afraid. Tell me what happened. Did you escape from the Marcomanni? Have you seen Garux?” 

She hoped he would tell her that Garux had fallen into captivity as it was the most bearable explanation for his disappearance. Vitis only swayed in her arms, though, and it was her turn to shake his shoulders. “Vitis? Have you seen Garux?” 

“Yes, yes... Oh, those bastards. They murdered—” 

“Hey?” somebody hissed from the parapet, making Arvasia twitch. “Who’s out there?” 

She looked up and saw a silhouette of an archer, who looked like an enormous blackbird perched atop the battlements. “It’s Arvasia. I found Vitis. I’ll take him in.” 

“All right.” The archer turned around and walked toward the burial ground.  

As he melted into darkness, Arvasia lowered her head back to her friend. “I’ll take you to town, Vitis. But please tell me what happened. Is Garux alive?” 

Vitis coughed and sent a volley of spittle into her face. His breath was sour. 

“Vitis, did you hear me?” 

“The spiteful nobles... They told the Marcomanni that he’s chieftain. And immortal.”

Arvasia gasped. “And what did the Marcomanni do to him?” 

“They . . . they tied him to a tree; keep him prisoner.” 

“Praised be the gods and good spirits,” Arvasia whispered. 

Vitis looked around. “Where is the damned gate? I hear the river! If we go the wrong way, we will fall off the cliff.”

“Calm down, my friend, I know exactly where we are,” she said, guessing that his fever disoriented him. “Come, I’ll take you home.” 

“Yes . . . home! I must . . . I must deliver the message.” 

Arvasia gathered the Marcomanni had let him go to deliver an ultimatum. Although she longed to ask what it was, she decided to be patient and take him to town, where he could rest, calm, and tell everybody. As she took him under his arm and led him toward the gate, questions and suppositions swarmed in her head like angered wasps. 
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As Arvasia and Vitis stumbled along the battlements, Rawena sneaked out of Ortaver’s tent and looked around. The moon poked its head from behind the clouds and wrapped the encampment in a sickly gray hue. Helmets and broken weaponry still littered the trampled grass, but the corpses—human and animal—had been taken away. 

The smell of smoked horsemeat scented the night air; ashes fluttered around a cooling funeral pyre. She had seen the bodies burn, flames destroying human skin, flesh, and even bones, and since then, the fear of fire had clung to her like frozen sweat. 

Ortaver’s snoring faded when Rawena crept away from the tent. She skulked toward the middle of the encampment where Garux stood tied to one of the few trees left in the clearing. She was glad all the dogs had disappeared. They must have died or run off during the battle. 

Dozens of tiny lights flared among the distant trees. Although they looked like firebugs, she knew it was the Marcomanni patrolling the fringes of the encampment in case the Celts tried to sneak in to save their chieftain. 

A sentinel passed near her, holding a spear and a torch, and she lay flat behind a thicket. The fear that he would accidentally burn her while questioning her about why she was outside made her chew her tongue. 

Blood filled her mouth before the sentinel disappeared among a clump of large communal tents. Her forearm also bled, and she realized she had broken her scabs. She got up and rushed forward. 

Garux stood with his head down and eyes closed as if he were sleeping on his feet. His breastplate was gone, his undershirt torn. The rope that tied him to the trunk dug into the skin on his chest. The scar on his neck glistened in the moonlight and reminded her of the day she had healed him with her tears. Fresh scars and bruises crisscrossed his chest and belly. A huge bump on his forehead made her guess that a blow from a mace had knocked him out and got him captured. 

She touched his face, and he twitched and opened his eyes. 

“Shhhh,” she whispered. “It’s me.” 

“Rawena?” he whispered back. “I thought I saw you . . . What are you doing here?” 

She didn’t reply, for she didn’t yet know the answer. 

A horse whinnied near the forest and made them freeze. When silence returned, he said, “The druidess said you killed Ortaver. How come he’s still alive?” 

Rawena frowned. Why would Agira think that? “I didn’t kill him,” she said. Then, remembering the strand of Arvasia’s hair on Garux’s penis, she added in a vicious voice, “I seduced him.” 

“Seduced him?” Garux raised his voice. 

“Not so loudly,” Rawena hissed, looking around. She felt dreadfully exposed there in the middle of the clearing, despite the semidarkness. 

“How can you be such a whore?” he wheezed. 

The last word stabbed her like a thorn. “And what did you want me to do? Should I have returned to our town? Would you have welcomed me with open arms, Garux?” 

He scoffed. “Welcome you with open arms? After you kidnapped Arvasia and became a monster? I doubt it.” 

Rawena felt tears rushing for her eyes. So the man she loved saw her as a whore, monster, and kidnapper. She blinked, took a deep breath, and said, “It was fear of such a reaction that made me a whore. And if I’m a monster, then you are one as well!”  

The scar on his neck bulged as he swallowed. “The druidess said we’re both immortal . . . But—how? What happened? I bet it’s connected to Arvasia’s kidnapping. What did you get us into, Rawena? What kind of dark powers did you invoke?” 

“You’re calling me a ghoul worshipper now? I didn’t invoke any dark powers but stumbled into their claws. Oh, Garux! You don’t even know what you did when you saved my sister. But I didn’t come to tell you tales.” 

“Then why did you come? To tease me?” 

“I was the one who healed you with my tears, you ungrateful dog!” 

“I know it was you, Rawena,” he whispered in a gentler voice. “And I am grateful for that. So did you . . . did you come to release me?” 

She didn’t know how to answer. Her mind became a battlefield of love and resentment, a cavern that echoed with clashing thoughts. 

“Why should I release you?” she asked. “You’ve hurt me so much.” 

His eyes flew wide open in surprise. “But it was you who plunged the dagger into your own heart. I didn’t want to kill you, Rawena. I was just trying to save Arvasia. Why did you kidnap her? She is your sister.” 

“Stop talking about her,” she groaned. “It hurts me more than if you beat me.”  

“Shhh,” he said. 

At first, Rawena thought he wanted to soothe her. Then she noticed him looking sideways. 

She turned her head and saw the black silhouette of a sentinel passing by. She hid behind Garux and pressed her forehead against his shoulder. His skin smelled of sweat and horses; the masculine scent filled her with thrill, despite her fear. 

When the sentinel disappeared behind a cluster of chariots, Garux turned his head to her and asked, “What are they going to do to me?” 

“Ortaver wouldn’t tell me that, even if I dared ask him,” she replied, lifting her head to meet his eyes. 

“Rawena, please, let me escape,” Garux whispered. “I need to go back to our tribe and see that everyone is all right.” 

“I know well who you want to see!” she snapped. Although she felt tempted to lie and tell him she had seen Arvasia’s corpse on the pyre, she couldn’t make herself say that. But as she wanted to hurt him, she said, “It’s not our tribe anymore. My people are the Marcomanni. And Ortaver is my lover!” 

She hoped to make him jealous, but his face hardened with disgust. “Lover? Didn’t you see him and his men butcher the captives?” 

A surge of nausea made her gasp for air. She had heard the massacre while she’d trembled in Ortaver’s tent, and she would never forget the screams. Ortaver had told her most Celts did the same to their captives. Although she knew it was true, she doubted she would ever forgive him.

“The Marcomanni are evil beasts,” Garux said. “And it was your lover who—” 

She winced, and he took a deep breath and closed his mouth. His facial muscles twitched in an internal struggle, and she guessed he wanted to curse her into the darkest corner of the Otherworld. Instead he said, “Rawena, please help me escape. For the sake of old times.” 

“Old times?” She scowled. “Did you ever show me any affection in the old times? Did you ever say I was stunning, that I was a woman to die for? Oh, Garux, didn’t you know how much I loved you? How foolish men can be! 

“In a way, you’re crueler than Ortaver. I nearly got my sister killed, and then I killed myself. And still you don’t get it?”  

Rawena searched his eyes for understanding but saw only pity. She had seen that look on the faces of almost all the other tribespeople: Garux thought she was crazy. 

She groaned in despair, and he grew tense. She realized she made him nervous as if she were an unpredictable beast that could bite him. 

“I will help you, Garux,” she said. “Then you will see how much I care for you, and that I am not mad.” And you’ll be so grateful you’ll fall in love with me. 

He breathed hard with relief. “Thank you so much, Rawena.” 

She walked around the tree and groped along the rope. As she yanked at the triple knot to loosen it, Garux hissed, “Hurry! There’s another sentry.” 

She craned her head and saw a black dot across the camp. He was so far away he looked smaller than a blueberry, but he was coming toward them. And he held a torch. 

As she fumbled with the knots, she cursed Ortaver for taking away her flint. She ripped a fingernail and hissed with pain. 

“Hurry up, Rawena. He’s getting closer.” 

She looked up, and her eyes locked with the flame of the approaching torch. A groan escaped from her tightened throat. She had a flash of vision of burning alive for trying to help the enemy escape. Her hands trembled too much to undo the knot. 

The sentry must have seen her poking her head from behind Garux’s back. He shouted and ran toward them. 

“Damn!” Garux wheezed. 

She looked around. Another sentry rushed to them; another torch blazed closer and closer. 

Then the earth thundered behind her. 

“Rawena, what’s happening?” Garux whispered. 

A ripping sound scurried up to her ears, and she twitched. The ground shifted under her feet, making her think of the depths of the Otherworld. She turned her head and looked down just as the earth burst open. 

A head with a tuft of golden hair stuck out from the crack, Pandemia in her human form. She raised her hand and beckoned the shaken Rawena. 

“What’s going on?” Garux asked, tugging on the rope. Although he turned his head, he couldn’t see what was happening behind the tree. 

The sentries kept rushing forward. If they got any closer, they would recognize Rawena. She had lost her chance to save Garux. But she could still save herself. 

When Pandemia disappeared into the crack, Rawena staggered toward it and leaped in. Her feet hit hard rock, and she stumbled into Pandemia’s arms. The crack closed above her head, and yet a gray murkiness remained to reveal the rat-woman’s outline, just like in the swamp. 

“We’ve never embraced before, sister,” Pandemia chittered with an embarrassed giggle. Her eyes glowed eerily in the gloom. 

Rawena pushed her away and stepped back. When she squinted and looked around, she made out a wide tunnel.

“They will raise an alarm at any moment.” Pandemia pointed up toward the stomping of feet and the confused voices of the Marcomannic sentries. Then she turned her head to the left, sniffed, and said, “This tunnel leads straight to Ortaver’s tent, darling. You have just enough time to get there before the alarm wakes him up.” 

Rawena turned left, but Pandemia barred her way and pointed to the right. 

“Immortal sister!” she exclaimed, staring at Rawena in expectation. “Wouldn’t you prefer to go back to my home?” 

Rawena pushed past her and ran toward Ortaver’s tent. When she got there, she realized she hadn’t even thanked Pandemia for saving her. 

* * *
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ARVASIA AND VITIS REACHED the town’s gate. The sentries opened the gate ajar, and she led him through the corridor between the piled stones. Seneusia rushed to them with a big smile. Then she looked at Vitis, and shock and dismay twisted her face. 

Arvasia turned toward him, wondering what she had missed in the blackness by the battlements. The sky had cleared, and the moonlight fell on his face. She gasped when she saw his left eye wasn’t swollen shut as she had thought. It was gone. 

As she gaped at the shredded eyelid and empty orb, Arvasia wondered whether he had lost the eye in the battle, or whether the Marcomanni had gouged it so he would never fight again. Everyone knew that one-eyed soldiers became ineffective as they couldn’t tell how far the opponent was. 

The tribespeople murmured their commiserations, but nobody rushed to hug him: the Marcomanni had wiped out his clan. Arvasia put her arm around his shoulder and led him toward the elders who fletched by the bonfire. Seneusia walked beside them, and everyone followed them from the gate. As their shock about Vitis’s misfortune waned, they called questions about their missing relatives. 

“The bastards killed all the captives,” Vitis said as they reached the bonfire. “They only let me and Garux live.” 

His words coiled around the crowd like a thorny vine, and screams and cries rolled around the square. Sickness surged from Arvasia’s stomach; hatred grabbed her soul. Vitis lowered his head, and she guessed that guilt tormented him worse than his eye loss. 

As everyone’s rage dulled into silent agony, Kerta elbowed her way toward Vitis. She put her hand on his forehead and peered into the empty eye socket.

“This is too serious for me to handle,” she said. “I have to take him to the druidess. We must bring down his fever and take care of the damned hole.”  

“Wait,” Vitis said. “I have to give a message from the Marcomanni.” 

Kerta’s square face hardened with a scowl. “Rotting ghouls, can’t it wait?” 

Vitis shook his head. 

“Very well,” Kerta grumbled. “Somebody get him a cup of wine. I’ll fetch the druidess.”  

The elders and survivors posted the children along the battlements and instructed them to shout if they heard or saw the enemy. Then they sat in a tight knot around Vitis. Tears still glistened in many eyes. The news of the massacre had shattered the tribe’s soul. 

The wine calmed and revived Vitis, and when Agira made him drink herbal brew, he stopped sweating. Agira kept her head down and said nothing as she bandaged Vitis’s eye socket and sat down with the elders. 

“Tell us what the bastards want,” the old master fletcher called to Vitis. 

Arvasia leaned forward and held her breath. At last, she would hear the ultimatum. 

Vitis took a sip of wine. He looked nervous under the stare of so many eyes. He cleared his throat and said, “They say that tomorrow at noon, we must call in all the sentries. Then we must throw all our weapons over the gate, open up, and wait on the square for further instructions.” 

A murmur rushed through the crowd. The firelit faces paled with shock and fury. 

Vitis finished his wine, coughed, and continued. “They said that if we surrender, they will let Garux live. If we don’t, they will behead him. And besiege our town.” 

As the news settled in, the commoners looked at each other with uneasiness in their eyes. The nobles scowled with anger, and Arvasia feared they would refuse to surrender. 

“Garux has been nothing but bad news!” a woman with a tattooed face and painted nails shouted. “First, he disobeys our rightful chieftain, Ateran, and leaves the town to look for his sweetheart.” She glared at Arvasia and continued, “Then he publicly opposes our rightful chieftain, which leads to our chieftain’s death. Then he drags us into a losing battle and sends two hundred brave men and women to die. And now we should surrender our town to save his life? Never!”  

Seneusia shouted back, “Garux disobeyed and opposed Ateran because Ateran was a treacherous man and a coward. And he was burned to death for the same reason.” 

“You only support Garux because he helped you out of prison, you scum!” the noblewoman’s husband shouted. 

Vitis straightened his back to get up and rush at the man, as if he’d forgotten about his missing eye. Arvasia put her hand on his shoulder and whispered, “Fighting solves nothing. We need to negotiate.” 

Vitis scowled, nodded, and settled down. 

A young logger said, “We all agreed that a battle was inevitable. We were winning, too—right until the reinforcements showed up. It wasn’t Garux’s fault they came earlier than our revered druidess predicted.” 

Everyone looked at Agira. Arvasia expected her to frown at the criticism, but Agira’s lips stretched in a thin smile as if the logger’s words pleased her. That could only mean she wanted Garux to be saved. 

Encouraged, Arvasia called, “Garux cannot be killed unless he’s beheaded or immolated. Losing such a chieftain could be deadly for us, especially in times like these.” 

“That chieftain has caused us enough trouble,” an old man in a pricy Grecian tunic snapped. “I wouldn’t be sorry to lose him at all! The only reason he was elected was that his immortality would make him invincible. And now he got captured!” 

A man with remains of blue dye on his skin shouted, “If we surrender, we will save not only Garux but also ourselves. If we don’t, the Marcomanni will besiege our town and make us die of thirst. And if they break in, we will be lost even faster.” 

“Nobody has ever broken into our town, you ass-grease!” a tattooed youth growled. 

“That may be true,” a retired thatcher shouted back. “But remember why we waged the war in the first place: to avoid a siege we might not survive.” 

An elderly nobleman asked Agira, “How long would we withstand a siege, druidess?” 

Agira raised her white eyebrows as if it surprised her that anyone still wanted to hear her opinion. “Half a year, perhaps,” she said. “The problem is that the fort doesn’t have its own well. If the Marcomannic worms do break through the town’s battlements, we will have to rush to the fort and live on beer, mead, wine, and milk. Some of you might think it a dream. But meager are the supplies.” 

“It’s unlikely they will scale the battlements,” the nobleman replied. 

A balding tanner retorted, “But what if they thought of damming and diverting the creek away from the town? The rains hadn’t filled the well sufficiently for all of us to drink from.” 

“Let’s say we surrender and open the gate,” Kerta said. “How do we know the bastards won’t ride in and massacre us?” 

Vitis replied, “Ortaver gave me his word as an aristocrat.” 

The commoners laughed. 

“I know, I know,” Vitis said with a chuckle. “But I guess we have to take the risk.”

“So what are their intentions, Vitis?” an old potter asked. 

Vitis shrugged his shoulders. “They didn’t tell me. I suppose they would take over our town. We would have to go back to Gaul, like the other tribes.” 

“But we cannot abandon our town!” the noblewoman with the painted fingernails spat. 

“We would have to do it in any case,” Seneusia said. “Let’s not forget that the only way to withstand a siege is to wait for the besiegers to run out of food, or to have allies come to the rescue. We have no allies because most Celtic tribes have been conquered or chased away. Given the abundance of game in our woods, the former option seems equally improbable. And I don’t think the Marcomanni will simply get bored and wander off.” 

The commoners shouted their approval, and many nobles frowned and nodded. 

Arvasia’s soul surged with hope and with pride for her mother. “That’s an excellent point, Mam,” she whispered into her ear. “You are so wise!” 

Seneusia smiled and opened her mouth to reply when Kerta said, “Perhaps the revered druidess could perform a rite and ask the gods and spirits about Ortaver’s intentions.” 

Agira shook her head. “When I tried to predict the arrival of the Marcomannic reinforcements, I sent you all toward slaughter. I thought Ortaver was dead, but he wasn’t. I’m afraid my magic skills have deserted me, my friends, and I might never make a rite again. Useless I am. A useless old woman.” 

Nobles and commoners alike voiced their protest, but the druidess kept peering into the flames. After a while, she leaned on her stick and scrambled to her feet. 

Arvasia thought Agira had changed her mind, but the druidess said, “I believe that by now, everyone has taken one side or another. Now listen. Those who want to surrender and save Garux and avoid a siege, step to the left. Those who refuse to accept the ultimatum, step to the right.” 

Arvasia, Seneusia, and Vitis stood and walked to the left. Most commoners followed them, but also more nobles than Arvasia would have expected. She thought the other group was smaller, but she couldn’t be sure. 

A rooster crowed near the longhouse, and the bleating of sheep came over the fort’s ramparts. The eastern sky was still black, though, and dotted with thousands of stars. The unfed fire was dying. 

Kerta counted those who stood on the right while Agira counted Arvasia’s group. 

“One hundred and thirty-eight,” Kerta shouted.

“One hundred and fifty-five,” replied Agira. 

Arvasia yelped with joy and hugged her mother. A cheer rose from those who surrounded them. Arvasia turned to the druidess to see her reaction. To her surprise, a frown settled on Agira’s face, deepening her wrinkles. 

“What is wrong, dear druidess?” Arvasia asked. 

Agira clenched Arvasia’s forearm and led her aside. A dark cloud of worry passed over her eyes as she whispered, “I have a bad feeling.” 

Icy fingers of anxiety traced Arvasia’s spine. “A bad feeling, druidess? Did something happen to Garux?”

Agira peered into oblivion and shook her head. Then she nodded to the cheering commoners. “I fear that if we knew Ortaver’s real intentions, most of them would have rushed to the other side.” 
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CHAPTER NINETEEN
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The gate opened at midday. 

Over a hundred Marcomannic warriors galloped into the square. Hunching behind large shields, they encircled the gathered Celts and leveled their spears at their heads. A flock of sheep that grazed around the square bleated and scattered. A baby wailed in fear. Others followed. 

Ortaver rode through the gate, leading Garux on a rope. 

Garux had trotted beside Ortaver’s horse all the way from the encampment. Sweat ran from his forehead in torrents and stung his eyes. His hands were tied behind his back, and he wheezed through a gag. While Ortaver wore a pointy helmet and a shiny breastplate over his tunic, Garux only had his torn undershirt and filthy braies. 

A pile of stones loomed by the gate, and Garux guessed the tribe had barred the gate in preparations for a siege—but removed the stones after the ultimatum. While he was grateful his tribe had decided to save him, he hoped Ortaver planned nothing worse than chasing them away from their town. 

As Ortaver halted on the square, Garux scanned the crowd. Defiance smoldered in the Celts’ eyes, and hatred contorted their faces as they glared at the Marcomanni on their prancing warhorses. Their hands were empty, though, and they clenched and unclenched their fists in impotent rage. 

Garux had feared that Arvasia and Seneusia had died on the Marcomannic battlefield, and he swayed with relief when he saw them standing in the first row. Arvasia stepped forward and opened her mouth to call to him, but he shook his head. She lowered her eyes and took a step back. He hoped she understood: if Ortaver learned she was the chieftain’s betrothed, he could force her to become his concubine. That was the custom among commanders, and Ortaver would surely love to have two sisters to enjoy. 

Garux still didn’t understand how and where had Rawena disappeared last night. She seemed to have dissolved into the darkness when the sentinels came. He had seen her at the encampment this morning, but not during the march toward their town. She had likely stayed well behind, out of sight of her tribespeople. 

Garux tore his eyes away from Arvasia and let them glide over his tribe. Vitis, whose left eye was bandaged, nodded and smiled, as did Agira and most commoners. Many tattooed faces glared at Garux with disgust, and he didn’t blame them.

The Celts cringed and murmured when another wave of Marcomanni poured in. Dozens of foot soldiers dispersed around the town to check that nobody hid in their homes, while others scaled the battlements to overlook the square from the parapet. 

Garux scowled when he looked up and saw Ortaver grin from the saddle. That bastard had just taken over one of the largest Celtic towns in Bohemia without losing a single man. And he led the town’s chieftain on a piece of rope. 

A jubilant light shone in Ortaver’s small, ugly eyes as he ogled the workshops where his craftsmen would make new weapons to kill more Celts, the houses he would allocate to his warriors, and the fort he would occupy with his captains.

As they surely planned to take over all of Bohemia, the Marcomanni needed a solid northern base to rest and plan further intrusions. Now they had got one, but Garux no longer thought it mattered. Ortaver could keep the town if he let Arvasia and the other tribespeople alone. 

“I’ve brought you your chieftain,” Ortaver shouted in his guttural Gaulish, jerking the rope. 

As the slipknot tightened around his neck, Garux choked and staggered. He knew that Ortaver couldn’t have wished for a more symbolic commencement. 

Ortaver took off his helmet as if to show he felt safe in the Celtic town. He spoke loudly to the conquered tribe so everyone could hear his deep voice. “Garux’s head is still sitting on his neck, and that is a sign of our goodwill. We didn’t kill him, and we will let him live if you let us settle in your town and obey my commands. To make sure you make no resistance, we will keep him in custody in the fort.” 

Arvasia shrieked. A murmur rose from the Celts. Garux stared at Ortaver in disbelief; he had thought Ortaver would order him to lead the tribe away. But Ortaver was going to throw him into prison. 

Garux opened his mouth to protest, but Ortaver yanked the rope so forcibly that sparks flashed in front of Garux’s eyes. He gasped for air and fell to his knees. As he tried to scramble back to his feet, Ortaver nodded to the nearest infantryman. The man pressed the blade of his sword against the side of Garux’s neck, just above the scar, to make him stay on his knees.  

Ortaver shouted to the crowd, “For security reasons, we will take all able-bodied men to our camp. And we will keep the rest of you here to help us manage the town.” 

An uproar started in the back of the crowd. Garux screamed through his gag. So the Marcomanni would take the men away, most likely to murder them; and they were going to enslave the women, elders, and children. 

Garux tried to get up, but the point of the soldier’s sword bit into the skin on his neck. He froze when he felt blood trickle over his shoulder.  

“Keep in mind that this situation is temporary,” Ortaver shouted over the uproar. “Remember, we want to live here as your friends, not as your enemies. If you conform and cooperate, your chieftain will be released, and your men will return. If you don’t, you will all die.” 

A movement from the crowd’s fringe caught Garux’s eye. A tattooed youth drew a dagger he’d concealed under his shirt and rushed at the nearest Marcomannic soldier. The soldier leaped back and gored the youth’s belly with a spear. As the youth staggered and spat out blood, another soldier drove a sword between his ribs. 

Another Celt jumped up and tried to drag a warrior off his horse. The horse reared, and the attacker fell. Dozens of Celts, mostly young nobles, attacked other soldiers. Some had concealed weapons, others fought with bare hands. Their tribespeople stared in disbelief. 

Although Garux didn’t move, the soldier kicked the back of his head and made him fall on his face. When he lifted his head, Garux saw the Marcomannic cavalrymen draw their swords, spur their horses, and drive them straight into the crowd. 

The screaming of the giant beasts and the roar of the Marcomanni mixed with the bawling of children and the shrieks of those who got hacked or trampled. The Celts who tried to escape from the melee fell into the hands of the infantry, who lunged at them like rabid cats. 

Garux roared through the gag when a Marcomanni punched Arvasia in the face. He tried to lift his upper torso, but the soldier kicked his temple and sent his vision into blackness. 

Garux lay still even when the light of the day returned into his eyes. With his hands tied and his neck in a loop, he could only grind his teeth and swear revenge on Ortaver and his men. 

More than a dozen corpses lay on the trampled ground before the Marcomanni subdued the crowd. Nearly all the Celts were bruised or bleeding. 

This time, nobody stopped Garux from scrambling to his feet. His eyes floated over the crowd and found Arvasia. She held her bleeding nose and hugged Seneusia, who had a black eye. Arvasia gave him a faint smile to show him she was well. 

Ortaver shouted to his soldiers in Marcomannic. Then he turned to the Celts and continued in Gaulish. “Listen up, you filthy dogs. As you can see, all resistance is futile. If anyone dares raise a hand against my men again, we will behead Garux and pound the rest of you into a stinking pulp, understood?” 

The Celts glared at him, but nobody moved. 

Ortaver shouted. “Now, the women, children, and elders will go over there to the pastures, which will become their new home. All the men will stay right where they are. They will be bound and led to our encampment. For every man who shows the slightest resistance, a woman and a child will be killed.” 

Garux cringed at hearing that. He hoped that nobody would be stupid enough to start another fight.  

Ortaver continued, “Keep in mind that we are armed and much stronger in numbers than you are. I repeat: this measure is temporary. Comply, and you’ll soon reunite. Comply not, and we will start killing.” 

Ortaver raised his sword. His men shouted and shoved the children and women away from their fathers, sons, and husbands. As the Marcomanni started herding the men, Ortaver kicked his horse’s belly. 

The loop tightened around Garux’s neck as the horse trotted toward the fort, forcing him to run along. He looked for Arvasia but couldn’t see her in the chaos. 

Garux had never felt more helpless. And yet, a little spark lingered in the ashes of his heart. Although Ortaver had seen the Celtic women wreak havoc in his encampment, he had decided to let them live and keep them in the town. 

Garux hoped that one day, Ortaver would pay for his arrogance. 
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PART TWO – SUMMER OF 18 CE
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CHAPTER TWENTY
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Vitis and the other warriors never returned. The remaining tribespeople became refugees on their land, starving and shivering in tents on the pastures while the Marcomanni settled in their homes and depleted their pantries. 

The fort’s ramparts hemmed the Celts in from the south; the town’s battlements loomed in the north. The Marcomanni erected a high palisade in the east and guarded it day and night. In the west, the sheer cliff and the wild torrents of the Isera River rendered any escape attempt suicidal. 

Many Celts froze to death during the first winter. When summer came, they were allowed to build themselves three longhouses. Dozens of others died in workshops and smithies where they toiled for cruel Marcomannic masters. 

Arvasia and Seneusia had fallen into the hands of a blacksmith who made them work from dawn to dusk. It was the summer of the fourth year, and the days of labor seemed endless. 

Arvasia groaned with relief when at last, the sun dropped into an exhausted sleep after one of its longest journeys. The fire still burned in the forge, but blackness crept along the stone walls and made the room too dark for work. She dropped her hammer and stretched her back. As she had become thin but wiry, her biceps bulged when she lifted her calloused hand to wipe the sweat off her forehead. 

The floor shook as the master smith came over. His gut was so huge he could hardly reach the anvil, so he only criticized the work of others. He grumbled under his raspy breath as he scrutinized Arvasia’s unfinished helmet. She knew she had done well, though; working here every day for four years had made her learn her craft. 

“You can go now,” the master growled. “You’ll finish tomorrow.” 

Arvasia stood still and crossed her arms. The master scowled, turned his head toward the back room, and shouted. His fat wife, one of the few Marcomannic women who had settled in the town with their husbands, waddled in, carrying a loaf of bread. 

“Make sure you’re back at sunrise,” the master growled as his wife threw the loaf to Arvasia. 

Arvasia knew enough of the Marcomannic language to understand, and yet she said nothing: her tribespeople would never speak to the enemy. 

When she stepped outside, a whiff of cool breeze pressed against her sweaty tunic and made her shiver. Thin clouds traveled above the town. The sun’s dying light painted them pink, red, and yellow, and the sky looked like a giant bruise. But she smiled when she saw her mother. 

Seneusia had been chopping wood in front of the smithy, and now she was sitting on the chopping block, waiting for her. She was also thin and muscular, but the hard labor had bent her back and carved deep lines into her face. Her hair was almost white, but Arvasia still thought Mother was the most beautiful woman in town. 

Seneusia shifted on the large block to make space for Arvasia. She licked her lips when Arvasia broke a piece of the bread and gave it to her. She stuffed it into her mouth and smiled with pleasure. Arvasia bit off a large piece. The bread was stale, but hunger made it taste divine. 

As they chewed, they watched their tribespeople leaving other smithies and workshops. Even the nobles had to toil for their bit of food, and the commoners often said equality was the only good thing the invasion brought. 

“Oh, child, I’m almost looking forward to winter when the days are shorter, and we work less,” Seneusia said in a strained voice. 

“I know, Mam. Making us work from sunrise to sunset... don’t they have a heart? But we might soon regain our freedom!” 

Seneusia inhaled sharply at hearing the last word, which often glided around the longhouses in excited whispers. 

Four years ago, the Marcomanni had reduced the tribe to a herd of unarmed women, children, and elders. But the oldest children had grown into a fighting age, and the women had made new weapons. The hard labor had killed a few but steeled most. They had secretly practiced their fighting skills, and Agira and Arvasia had managed to unite the nobles and commoners against the Marcomanni, most of whom had been deployed into wars. 

The first war had broken out two years ago. Having conquered all the towns along the merchant road, the Marcomanni had marched against a rival tribe of the Cherusci. A year later, the seventy thousand Marcomannic infantrymen had been slaughtered, and the four thousand cavalry had shrunk to a few centuries. Four months afterward, another conflict broke out and nearly annihilated them. 

This time, the enemy was a man of Marcomannic blood: Catualda was an exiled nobleman who had mobilized the bellicose Gutones to depose Ortaver’s royal cousin Marobod. Ortaver had deployed most of his soldiers from Garux’s town into the war, and yet, the Gutones dispersed Marobod’s legions like a flock of ducks.

In Arvasia’s town, the Celtic women and adolescents now outnumbered the occupants. The conquered tribe was planning a revolt.

“Leave some bread for later, my girl,” Seneusia said, standing up. “And let’s get away from this damned smithy.” 

“Yes, Mam. Let’s go home.” 

Arvasia stood and put the loaf under her loose shirt so the Marcomanni wouldn’t steal it before they reached the longhouse. Celtic elders were allowed to have vegetable gardens, and she hoped she could exchange some of the bread for a carrot and an onion to make soup. 

As they passed the black shadow of the fort, Arvasia looked up, her heart throbbing for Garux. She hadn’t seen him since that dreadful day four years ago, when he had kneeled beside Ortaver’s horse, with a loop around his neck. He must have suffered even worse than she had, and she didn’t even know whether he was alive. 

Druidess Agira said she saw him in her dreams and visions, sitting in the dark cell, wrapped in chains and surrounded by sparrows. Although she found it strange, Arvasia prayed to all the gods and spirits that Agira was right. The hope that one day they would reunite helped her survive the ordeal of slavery. 

They crossed the path that led from the town’s gate to the fort and headed toward the pastures. Seneusia grabbed Arvasia’s hand when they saw four soldiers walking in the opposite direction. Very few women had been raped, as Ortaver threatened to burn every rapist alive, but the Marcomanni harassed and insulted them every day. 

The soldiers hooted and wriggled their tongues at them as they passed by. “Want to eat some meat, you skinny Celtic whores?” one of them shouted, grabbing his crotch. 

The women rushed on. The men hollered and kept walking. 

“I swear that once we’re free, I’ll cut off every Marcomannic prick I get my hands on,” Seneusia growled. Arvasia nodded and squeezed Mother’s hand. 

They turned around when they heard the beating of hoofs. A dozen riders galloped past and rode up to the fort. 

Although she could only see their black silhouettes in the dusk, Arvasia recognized the one riding up front. “It’s Ortaver!”

“Are you sure?” Seneusia asked, peering at the fort as the gate opened and the riders disappeared behind the ramparts. Her eyesight wasn’t as sharp as it used to be. 

“Yes, I am!” Arvasia said. Despite her agitation, she kept her voice down: she could get into trouble for speaking Gaulish outside the longhouse. “I would recognize his long, crooked snout among a thousand.” 

One rider didn’t wear a helmet and breastplate like the others, but a hood and a cape. Arvasia guessed it was Rawena, but she decided not to tell Mother. 

Everyone knew that Rawena had joined the Marcomanni and become Ortaver’s lover. It was a black cloud on Seneusia’s sky, a shameful stain on her shield. She hadn’t spoken about Rawena for months, not even to Arvasia. They had seen Rawena only six or seven times during the four years, riding in or out of the fort, which she never left during her stay in the town.  

Arvasia said, “We have been waiting for this, Mam. Striking soon, we can capture Ortaver. We’ve been talking about a revolt for months. That bastard’s arrival must be a sign we should turn our words into action!” 

“You are right, brave girl,” Seneusia said, her eyes shining with a fire Arvasia hadn’t seen for years. “We will chase the slavers out of our town. And we will free our unfortunate Garux!” 

Arvasia’s heart drummed with thrill. “I would give my life for my future husband’s freedom! Getting our hands on Ortaver, we could exchange him for Garux.” 

“And we will, dear child,” Seneusia replied in an excited whisper. “We can give them an ultimatum and win back our town and freedom!” 

“Yes, Mam! We should start our revolt soon, before other soldiers arrive. Ortaver has surely come because he thinks this town is his safe haven. If he only knew how much everything has changed!” 

* * *
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GARUX HAD BEEN CHAINED so tightly he could hardly take a few steps around his cell, but his mind had wandered endlessly during his incarceration. It waded into a morass of misery. It tumbled down the slopes of insanity and rambled through a realm of illusions where Ortaver was dead and buried, and his tribe free and happy.  

Garux would spend days talking to people who were either dead or too far to hear him. At night, he would lie on the grimy floor with his arm outstretched so Arvasia could put her head on his shoulder. At times, dawning lunacy made him feel her hair tickle his arm and her breath caress his neck. Other times, cruel sanity made him realize it was just the cell’s putrid air he tried to embrace. And then, endless theories about her fate would assail and torture him.  

Only the window above his head reminded him that life went on outside the fort. Only the sparrows that perched on the window kept him company. 

Garux would leave breadcrumbs on the ledge so the birds came more often. Then he left the crumbs on a protruding stone below the window. It took the sparrows a while to dare inside the dark cell, but once they did, they came every day. The following year, they brought their chicks, which learned to eat out of his hands. The braver ones even picked the crumbs and lice from his beard. 

He could tell them apart by the way they hopped, chirruped, and twitched their tail feathers. He had named them after Arvasia, Seneusia, and his lost friends and dead parents. 

Garux also occasionally shared his cell with Marcomanni who had broken Ortaver’s laws. At first, despair and apathy kept him still when they kicked him or stole his bread. When they shooed away his sparrows, though, rage banished his stupor and made him fight back like a rabid animal. 

Garux had been alone for days, and when he heard the key scrape in the lock, he held his breath with excitement. A pair of shackles kept his wrists together, while the Marcomannic prisoners were never bound. They could easily overcome him, but he was so starved for a human company he didn’t mind a few cuts and bruises. 

The door began to open. The sparrows had been long gone, and blackness came through the window. At nighttime, his new cellmates were usually drunk soldiers who had insulted their superior. Garux stood, ready for a fierce fight. 

Although he expected to see the jailer push in a man, it was a solitary woman who entered. Garux squinted in the light of her torch and saw the flame illuminate a pair of violet eyes and a mane of auburn hair. 

“Rawena!” His chain rattled as he stepped toward her. “Oh, Rawena. Did you come to free me?” 

The jailer poked his head in. He told her something in Marcomannic and closed the door. 

Rawena put the torch in a sconce and turned to Garux. Tenderness suffused her eyes, which filled with tears when she stepped closer. He knew he was pitiful, for dust covered his beard, and grime had plastered his hair against his head in thick, greasy knots. Only reeking rags partly covered his groin and thin legs. 

“Garux!” she sobbed. “How much you have suffered!” 

“Rawena, please help me get out of here.” He lifted his hands to show her she only had to unscrew the two bolts that secured his shackles to release him. 

She wiped her tears and shook her head. “I can’t, Garux. I only managed to bribe the jailer to let me in for a moment. I’ve always been tempted to do this, but I’ve never dared until now. Ortaver doesn’t even know I’m here.”

Garux’s stomach churned at hearing that name. “Ortaver? So you’re still with that bastard? The butcher of Celts?” 

She lowered her eyes. “He . . . he protects me.” 

His blood boiled. “He protects you? But he killed—”

Rawena moaned and pressed her hands against her ears, and Garux guessed her mind was more troubled than before. 

When she saw he’d stopped speaking, she lowered her hands and said, “He’s not so bad.” Her eyes prodded his as she added, “He’s the only man who has ever shown me affection. And he promised he would burn alive every soldier who harms a child or rapes a woman. Doesn’t that mean he has a heart?” 

Garux felt a spark of hope. Perhaps Arvasia was well, then. He longed to ask Rawena if she’d seen her, but he feared the question would infuriate her. Rawena could get him out of prison one day, just as she had tried to help him escape from the Marcomannic camp four years ago. But he had to weigh his words. 

“Ortaver is finished, in any case,” Rawena said. “His enemy, a man called Catualda, has proclaimed himself the king of Bohemia, and Marobod is on his way to the Roman Empire to ask Emperor Tiberius for asylum. Ortaver came here because he is too proud to do the same.” 

“That is good news,” Garux said. “But I was hoping that someone would kill him.”

“I know you hate him,” she said. “And I know you think I’m a whore and a traitor for . . . joining him. But what else could I do? Oh, Garux! Just like you, I will never die, unless I’m beheaded or burned to ashes. But I can be raped. Or harmed. Or sold into slavery.” 

“I know, Rawena.” He raised his hands to the scar on his neck, which still bulged under a layer of dirt. “I often fear being forgotten and abandoned, spending eternity in this dank cell.” His eyes were moistening, but he didn’t care. 

“I would never allow that, Garux,” Rawena said, and he wondered at the devotion in her voice. “Do you hear? I will never die. Never forget you. We are tied together with invisible, yet powerful chains ever since . . . Well, do you remember the day I disappeared?”  

And the night you kidnapped my Arvasia? “I do.” 

She sighed. “Let me tell you what happened while I was gone, and what took place after my burial. Then you will see that we are the same. And that we are meant to be together for eternity.” 

Rawena winced and swallowed. Garux guessed she’d bitten her tongue, and he wondered what she was about to say. As she spoke, he felt he was going mad again. She told him of a dark swamp, of her resurrection, and of the bizarre “game” of a rat-woman called Pandemia. 

Although he couldn’t believe it, a dreadful mosaic formed in his mind. Every bit fitted perfectly. Every piece answered his lingering questions. 

“If a blade pierces my heart, I will resurrect again,” Rawena continued, clawing at her forearm. The twisting torchlight showed him she had ripped off her scabs. “And on the first lunar eclipse after my resurrection, my blood will turn poisonous—enough to kill the entire tribe with a single drop. And on that lunar eclipse, I must infect someone’s food or drink with my blood to unleash a murderous disease. A plague! That’s what Pandemia calls it. Plague or pestilence.” 

Nausea crept up Garux’s throat like a centipede. Rawena swayed as if her own words pummeled her. 

“I need you by my side, Garux. I need you to make sure nobody pierces my heart!” 

He shook his head. “This cannot be true.” 

She gave him a sad smile. “Eternity in doubt and uncertainty. That must be part of your punishment for stopping me from taking Arvasia to the swamp.” 

He frowned. “Part of my punishment? And what’s the other part?” 

Tears filled Rawena’s eyes as she said, “To forever witness the outbreaks I cause.” 

Garux felt his knees tremble. He pressed his back against the wall. “You cannot do that. If someone pierces your heart, defy that Pandemia.” 

“But I must obey her, Garux,” she said in a voice that pleaded for comprehension. “If I don’t, Pandemia will turn me into an immortal rat. And she will forever trap me in her horrid swamp.” 

“Then, if your heart is pierced, you must set yourself on fire before the lunar eclipse. Or make someone behead you.” 

“If I could, I would end my life right now. But Pandemia would trap my soul, and I would end up eternally in the rat’s skin in any case. And do you think it would stop her? She would find another victim and unleash the plague right away, without any games. She’s mad, Garux. A mad goddess! I must stay alive and try to save humanity. And you must help me!”

The jailer opened the door, poked his head in, and spoke in Marcomannic. Rawena snapped at him, and he left. 

She sighed and looked back at Garux. “Sometimes I have horrid nightmares,” she said in a tired voice. “I see filthy fog wallowing around large cities, and grimy clouds hanging in the sky. And chimneys . . . chimneys that are taller than the oldest trees, and taller than this fort. They puff yellowish smoke that suffocates all alive. 

“Sometimes I see strange, transparent sacks and bottles and containers. They float in brownish water—in lakes and rivers that nobody can drink from. And I see dead trees and emaciated animals. 

“I think it’s Pandemia who sends these nightmares into my mind. She wants to prevent all those horrors by wiping out humans. And she turned me into her weapon.” 

Garux took deep gulps of the sour, smoky air to battle his nausea. His chains rattled along with his hands in a duet of fear and disgust. 

She stepped closer to him. “Please, don’t look so horrified, Garux. It tortures me.” 

She caressed his bearded cheek, and he winced as if she had scratched him. 

“Oh, Garux. Please! You’re the only man I care for. Do you hear? I despise Ortaver as much as you do, despise him for what he’s done to you and our tribe. One day, he and all his soldiers will die, and we will be free—free!—and still youthful. And you will protect me, make sure nobody pierces my heart. We will be happy. Two immortal lovers.” 

She moved closer to kiss his lips, but he turned his head. 

Fresh tears sprang into her eyes. “You still love her, don’t you?” she whispered. “You still love Arvasia.” 

He didn’t find the strength to deny it. Time crawled by in silence. He felt Rawena’s eyes probing him, but he stared at the floor. 

The jailer returned and spoke, his tone courtly but urgent. 

She nodded and turned to the door. 

“Rawena wait!” Garux shouted, but she left the cell without a word. The door slammed shut, and the key clicked in the lock. 

Garux staggered and slumped against the wall. He feared that one day, Pandemia’s mad game would annihilate humanity. And that Rawena’s mad jealousy would harm Arvasia. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
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Ortaver and his entourage hadn’t left the fort for two days, and no other Marcomanni arrived in the town. On the third day, before the eastern sky started to gray, Arvasia and Seneusia crept out of their longhouse, along with the two oldest boys from their tribe. 

At the age of ten, the boys had cried when the Marcomanni had taken away their fathers. Now they were going to start the revolt. They had to be swift and quiet so the Marcomanni wouldn’t find out and behead Garux, as they always threatened. 

Most Celtic commoners still saw Garux as their chieftain and Arvasia as his deputy. The nobles didn’t care about his fate, but they feared Druidess Agira, who threatened to curse anyone who caused his destruction. 

Hundreds of stars still shimmered in the black sky. The waning moon battled the darkness, along with a blazing rush plant in Seneusia’s hand. Arvasia led them behind the longhouse and swept aside dirt and rotting leaves to uncover a wooden trapdoor. The boys opened it, and she squeezed through the narrow hole and dropped into yet a darker night. 

Seneusia handed her the rushlight, whose flame lit a pile of crude weapons the tribe had stashed over the four years. There were over a hundred clubs and simple wooden spears, but also several bows, a few stolen hammers, and two dozen daggers they had forged in the smithies while the masters were away.  

Arvasia picked up two bows, a quiver of arrows, and four daggers. When she handed them to Seneusia, the boys pulled her out and shut the trapdoor. They each got a dagger, and the women also took the bows and arrows. Arvasia hugged her mother and kissed the boys’ cheeks, making them blush. 

“Let’s go,” she said, scanning the black outline of the fort, which loomed behind the palisade that separated them from the Marcomanni. “And remember the plan.” 

A blizzard had broken the gate in the palisade last winter, and nobody had bothered to repair it. Arvasia led her group through the gate, and as they neared the fort, she motioned them to kneel and crawl. 

Two silhouettes of Marcomannic guards stood against the gray stones of the fort’s ramparts. The women nocked their arrows and let them fly through the night, as they had secretly practiced in the pastures. 

Arvasia froze when one of the guards screamed in shock and pain. If the screams alerted the sentries behind the gate, she could never sneak up into the prison and free Garux. 

As the silhouettes staggered and collapsed, the boys ran to finish them off. Arvasia dashed after them, along with her mother. A dog’s barking made her wince. The dog soon quieted, though, and no other sounds disturbed the night. 

The guards lay lifeless by the gate, with arrows sticking out of their chests, and with their throats slit open. One of them still grasped a pike. 

Arvasia looked at the boys, who stood above the corpses, blood dripping from their daggers. As they were only fourteen, she’d worried the carnage would terrify them. They shivered with thrill, though, and as they looked at the men who had helped murder their fathers and enslave their mothers, grim satisfaction brightened their eyes. 

The boys turned toward the gate, ready for another kill. To reach the fort’s entrance, they had to cross a wooden bridge over the moat, which was also guarded. 

Arvasia and Seneusia nocked two more arrows and nodded to the boys, who pressed against the gate. It squeaked open, and the women rushed in. 

Two soldiers sat on the other side of the bridge, steps away from the fort’s entrance, oblivious to the screaming and barking. They shot to their feet, but the arrows hit them before they reached for their weapons. 

Seneusia’s man staggered to the edge of the bridge and tumbled off. He groaned as he hit the ground, and the boys jumped into the moat to silence him. The other guard was much quieter. But instead of dropping dead as Arvasia had hoped, he turned around and stumbled toward the fort. 

Arvasia and Seneusia rushed across the bridge and caught him just as he reached the entrance. Seneusia grabbed him by the hair. As he screamed and turned toward them, Arvasia slit his throat with the dagger. He collapsed to the wooden planks, and they kicked him off the bridge. 

The women stood still and listened to the sudden silence. The boys climbed the bridge, their clothes stained with fresh blood.

Arvasia took the soldier’s spear, and Seneusia pressed against the fort’s heavy door. They all cringed as the door groaned open, but only mute blackness greeted them. At the beginning of the invasion, the Marcomannic soldiers used to sleep in the storerooms and the granary as there wasn’t enough space for them upstairs and in the houses. As most of them had left for the wars, Arvasia hoped that only Garux and the jailer occupied the first floor. And that the jailer would be sleeping. 

“Your fathers would be proud of you,” Arvasia whispered to the boys. “One day, people will tell legends about how you started a big revolt. But first, we have to finish it.” 

The boys beamed as they rushed back across the bridge and dragged in the guards they had killed by the ramparts. They would undress the corpses, put on their tunics and helmets, and stand by the gate, pretending to be Marcomannic guards. Arvasia, meanwhile, would break into the prison and free Garux, and Seneusia would mobilize the tribe for the major offensive. 

Arvasia hid her bow under the bridge for later and hefted the spear. 

“I’m going, Mam,” she said, glancing into the darkness of the fort. 

“Be careful, dear girl,” Seneusia said as she pulled her into a hug. “Soon we will see each other again—as free women!” 

Arvasia clung to Seneusia, hoping that Mother was right. The first phase had gone too easily, and she felt that something might soon go wrong. She squeezed her mother’s arms and smiled at the boys, who were strapping the Marcomannic helmets under their chins. Blackness swallowed her when she entered and closed the door. As she tiptoed forward, she tried to recall the floor’s layout. 

A long hallway stretched through her mind, leading to the prison cell on the right, and the jailers’ chamber on the left. The storerooms and the granary stood at the end of the hallway. 

Arvasia only took a few steps when a silhouette emerged from the jailers’ chamber. He was holding a torch whose flame reflected off his helmet. When he crossed the hallway and halted by the prison door, Arvasia wondered what he could want in the cell before daybreak.

Had the enemy heard the struggle outside? Were Ortaver and his men mobilizing upstairs? Was the jailer going to behead Garux? 

Arvasia crept forward. A scraping sound reached her ears as the jailer inserted a key in the lock. She clenched her spear, ready to strike. 

The jailer heard her footsteps. As he turned toward her, she threw the spear with a powerful, well-practiced thrust. The jailer groaned and swayed as the spear went through his chest. He collapsed with a loud thud. 

Arvasia drew her dagger and rushed forward. The jailer lay still. Although she longed to enter the cell and see Garux, she poked her head into the jailers’ chamber. 

The torch still burned beside the body in the hallway. Its light showed her another jailer lying on a wooden bench. He was so sound asleep he looked like a corpse. She tiptoed toward him. He didn’t open his eyes when she clasped her hand over his mouth and forced the dagger between his ribs. The blade made a hideous squelching sound as it went through his heart. 

Arvasia pulled the dagger out, wiped it on the man’s tunic, and stuck it behind her belt. She left the chamber and stood in the middle of the hallway, listening. The storerooms were quiet. She dragged the other jailer into the chamber so he couldn’t be seen from the hallway. Then, at last, she rushed to the prison door. 

She unlocked the door and entered. The light of the torch showed her a bent, thin figure wrapped in chains and standing a few steps away.  

“Garux?” 

“Arvasia?” Strained and hoarse, the voice sounded as though it came from a grave. But it was him. 

“Garux!” She skipped forward and wrapped her arms around his waist. 

A loud sob rose from her throat when she tried to speak. Tears of relief and happiness gushed from her eyes. 

“Arvasia, my beautiful love.” Garux’s voice was also breaking. “I missed you—missed you so much. Oh, gods! You’re alive!” 

Emotions clogged her throat, and she felt the wave of happiness might floor her. Then she recalled the danger and realized she had to act. They could hug and reminisce later in the chieftain’s chamber. But first, they had to chase away the vermin that had settled there. 

“Soon you’ll be free, my love,” she said, letting go of his waist. “We’re about to start a revolt! But now be quiet and let me see this damned chain.” 

Arvasia grunted as she tried to unscrew the rusty bolts that secured Garux’s shackles. She skinned her thumb and forefinger, but the bolts wouldn’t move, and she wanted to scream with frustration. 

At last, her blood and sweat oiled the bolts, and despair gave her the strength to turn them loose. The shackles fell off and hung from the chain, which was looped around them and enveloped Garux’s body. He groaned in relief. 

They pulled the chain’s other end out of a ring on the wall. The chain got loose, and the shackles clattered to the floor. Arvasia unwrapped the chain from his body. As it fell to his feet, he kicked the chain off and staggered aside as if he were afraid it would crawl back up. 

“At last!” he whispered. A hiss of pain escaped from his mouth when he stretched his back, but his eyes burned with bliss. “Oh, I feel so light. It’s as if I could take off and fly out of the window. How much I wish I could!” 

“Your imprisonment is over, my dear,” she said. “We will beat Ortaver and his men, who are upstairs. Liberating our town will be easy then.”

Garux clenched his fists, wincing as the frayed, infected skin on his wrists stretched. “Yes, we must capture Ortaver—and Rawena!” 

“Rawena?” Arvasia asked. So the hooded rider she’d seen with Ortaver had really been Rawena. “Did you see her?” 

He nodded. “She was here the other night. And she told me something dreadful... We must catch her at all costs!” 

* * *
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COLUMNS OF CELTS POURED out of the longhouses like angry serpents. None of them had slept; everyone knew their role. The fighters rushed to retrieve the weapons while the elders and little children gathered around Agira, who would lead them to the back of the pastures to weather the battle. The darkness was already paling over the eastern battlements. It was high time to start the offensive. 

Agira saw Seneusia and beckoned her. Her eyes were even deeper now, so deep it looked as if her powerful brain had drawn them in. The burden of her age had bent her back, and she had to crane her head to look into Seneusia’s eyes. But she clasped Seneusia’s forearm with her usual vigor. 

“Benevolent are our gods, and angered at the enemy,” Agira said. “I’ve pleaded with them to help you crush the Marcomannic worms.” 

“Thank you, revered woman,” Seneusia said. “I’m sure we will.” 

Seneusia turned to join the fighters, but the druidess held her more firmly. 

“Rawena is near,” Agira whispered, and for the first time in her life, Seneusia heard fear in her voice. “I’ve seen her in my visions. A murderous force pulses all around her. We must capture her, for she is deadlier than the largest army.” 

Sickness reached for Seneusia’s throat. She waited for an explanation, but Agira patted her arm and hobbled away, with the elders and children at her heels. 

* * *
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IN THE JAILERS’ CHAMBER, Arvasia bent over the man she had killed in his sleep. She took his sword and brought it to Garux, who was guarding the hallway. 

“The revolt must be already underway,” she said. “Our warriors will come soon. Then we will attack the bastards upstairs.” 

Garux hefted the sword. “I’m ready,” he breathed out, his eyes shining in the feeble torchlight that limped around the hallway.

Arvasia kissed him, returned to the chamber, and stood above the other jailer. She stepped on his shoulder and pulled at the spear. The point came out with a squelch. A fresh surge of blood came from the large hole in the left side of his chest. 

Arvasia frowned in surprise: she wouldn’t expect a corpse to bleed so much. She noticed the jailer’s chest bulged like a woman’s. When she looked at the face, she realized it was a woman—and that, despite the murkiness which only showed her outlines, she looked dreadfully familiar. 

Arvasia gawked at the half-closed eyes with violet pupils. She staggered when a lock of auburn hair escaped from under the helmet.

The realization hit her like a gauntleted fist. 

The two boys who had helped Arvasia break into the fort hadn’t been the only Celts disguised as Marcomanni. When she had thrown the spear, Arvasia had pierced the heart of Rawena. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
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As he stood in the hallway, Garux instinctively glanced inside the cell to see whether his sparrows were coming. Darkness still ruled beyond the window, though, and they only came at daybreak. He turned his head toward the jailers’ chamber. Arvasia still stood above the dead jailer, her mouth agape. 

“Arvasia?” he asked. 

She lifted her head, her eyes open wide with dread and confusion. He wanted to ask what was wrong when the front door creaked open and made him look down the hallway. 

The tribespeople had arrived!

Garux clenched the sword’s hilt and walked toward the door. He heard Arvasia follow him. 

A column of black shadows flooded the hallway, with a hulking silhouette up front. Garux froze. If all the Celtic men had been taken away, who was this giant? Could it be a Marcomannic soldier and his comrades? 

They saw him and halted. 

“Who’s that?” he wheezed into the darkness. 

The giant replied in a gruff but eager and feminine voice. “Garux? Rotting ghouls, is that really you?” 

“Yes, Kerta,” he said with a smile. “It’s me.” 

The crowd murmured in delight.

“Quiet, quiet,” Garux whispered, glancing up. Was it just his imagination, or had he heard footsteps upstairs? “Let’s hope the Marcomannic dogs haven’t got wind of the revolt. We must sneak up on them and ambush them. We have to get Ortaver. And we must capture Rawena, who’s—” 

Arvasia gasped and coughed as if she were sick. 

Garux turned to her, but Kerta clenched his forearm and asked, “Is that traitor Rawena upstairs, too?” 

“I think so.” 

Another murmur rose from the crowd. It sounded too loud in Garux’s ears. He had to act before the enemy mobilized. 

“Nobody must try to kill Rawena, do you understand?” he whispered, glancing at Arvasia, who opened her mouth as if to speak but didn’t make a sound. “But we must capture her. Now, follow me.” 

Garux’s heart tolled with exhilaration as he led the fighters upstairs. But his emaciated body didn’t wake up to the chime. The climb up the winding stairway stole his breath, and the sword grew heavy in his hand. Before he reached the second floor, his head spun and muscles ached as if he ran a fever. 

He thought their footsteps echoed too noisily against the flagstones. As he peered down the hallway, he wondered how come nobody had woken up and poked their head out to see who was coming. 

Thin ghosts of predawn light floated in through the mean little windows in the hallway. The Celts halted in front of the first door, which led to the banquet hall. Garux pushed it open and stepped in to make sure it was empty. Nothing moved in the murkiness. The tables, chairs, and benches stood around the large room like silent apparitions and reminded him of the day he had celebrated his appointment as chieftain. 

He went back into the hallway and led his group further into the fort’s dark entrails. He expected to find Ortaver and Rawena in the chieftain’s chamber. The Marcomannic captains probably occupied the ten rooms at the end of the hallway. 

As he neared the chieftain’s chamber, Garux felt he had missed something strange back in the banquet hall. When he thought about it, he realized that some tables were turned on their side . . . as though to provide a hiding place. 

As if in an answer to the thought, the door swung open behind his warriors’ backs, and about two dozen Marcomanni ran out the banquet hall, roaring and brandishing weapons. 

* * *
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SENEUSIA AND A GROUP of fighters had broken into a large carpenter shop and killed the master carpenter and his younger brother. The fighters then rushed outside and hid among nearby piles of logs. Only Seneusia and Tarnis, a short, skinny boy of twelve and the carpenter’s apprentice, stayed inside. 

“Are you ready, fearless warrior?” she asked him. 

“Ready, aunt,” Tarnis replied. He wasn’t her nephew, but as he was an orphan, he called every hoary woman aunt. “We will break their stupid skulls.” He showed his white teeth in a wide grin and added in the croaky voice of the druidess, “And crap in them.” 

Seneusia smiled and shook her head. “Go now, crazy boy. And be careful.” 

Tarnis nodded and trotted to the shop’s only window. Seneusia went outside, left the front door open, and hid behind a nearby oak. 

A rooster crowed. The sun swung over the horizon and flooded the world with golden light. Seneusia guessed the Marcomanni were waking up. 

She grabbed a sturdy stick she’d hidden behind the tree and whistled as a sign for Tarnis. He poked his head out of the window and shouted in Marcomannic, “Murder, murder! Someone killed master carpenter!” 

A few soldiers staggered from the nearest house and ran toward the shop. They couldn’t see Tarnis, as the window faced the woodpiles. Tarnis called “murder” again and squeezed himself out. He galloped to join the group. 

As the Marcomanni rushed into the shop, Seneusia ran to the door, pushed it shut, and wedged the stick under the doorknob. 

Muffled curses came from inside. The door shook under Marcomannic fists. 

Four women emerged from behind the nearest woodpile and threw blazing torches onto the shop’s thatched roof. It hadn’t rained for days, and the straw and reeds caught fire, which spread like a malicious rumor. 

The door shook again as the trapped men tried to ram it open. A few faces appeared by the window. One soldier tried to squeeze himself out, but the window was too narrow for anyone but Tarnis. High flames danced on the roof. 

Seneusia and the four women hid behind the woodpile only moments before other Marcomanni left their houses and rushed toward the shop. Seneusia drew her dagger and held it above her head as a sign for her warriors. As they ran at the soldiers, the blazing roof collapsed, and screams of pain came from the house. 

Flames also engulfed a wooden shrine of the god Wotan, which the Marcomanni had erected in place of Agira’s ritual platform. More Celts waited in nearby bushes to attack those who came to save the shrine. 

* * *
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UP IN THE FORT, THE battle spilled from the hallway and into the chambers and the banquet hall. The clashing of steel echoed among the stone walls. Blood glistened on the flagstones. 

The Marcomanni had swords and maces, and most of them had donned helmets and chainmail shirts. But the Celts outnumbered them and fought like wolves with their daggers. 

Garux rushed to the chieftain’s chamber. All he saw was an unmade cot, a small window, and a low, wooden door. The door led toward a rickety suspension bridge that connected the fort to its ramparts, where the chieftains could observe the town. He was about to check if it was unlocked when a man called his name from the hallway. Garux turned around to face Ortaver. 

For a moment, the men stared at each other in silence. 

Ortaver’s beard was graying, and his jaws sagged, which made him even uglier, but his build was as powerful as before. He had fought most of the time Garux had spent in chains, and Garux doubted he could beat him. Then the four years of imprisonment, the murder of Vitis and all the other captives, and the enslavement of his tribe exploded in Garux’s head, and he charged at Ortaver with a furious roar. 

Ortaver raised his sword, and the blades clashed. Garux felt dizzy as he pressed on his sword and tried to force his way past Ortaver’s guard. Ortaver jumped back and sank the blade into Garux’s thigh. Garux stumbled and groaned in pain. 

As Ortaver began to lift his sword, Garux punched his nose with his free hand. Ortaver licked his bloodied mustache, spat the blood at Garux, and laughed. 

“Celtic dog!” Ortaver sneered. “I’ve already taken four years of your life. And now I’ll take the rest.” 

Garux snarled in his throat and attacked. Ortaver stepped back, and the point of Garux’s sword slid over Ortaver’s chainmail shirt. Sparks rained. Garux swung his sword again and again. Rage flushed his veins with energy, and he made Ortaver evade and parry. Ortaver shuffled backward, grasping the hilt of his sword with both hands to take Garux’s strikes. 

The sword felt heavier and heavier in Garux’s hands, though, and Ortaver managed to take a swing. Garux tried to parry the blow but miscalculated, and his blade crashed into the hilt of Ortaver’s sword. Ortaver’s blade bit into Garux’s shoulder . . . but it was Ortaver who screamed in pain. His sword fell to the flagstones with a loud clang. 

Garux stared at him in surprise. Then he realized that a lucky chance had made him slash Ortaver’s sword hand. As Ortaver glanced down at his bleeding fingers, Garux swung his sword. Ortaver jumped backward and fell over the corpse of one of his soldiers. 

Garux raised his sword to deliver the death blow, then he dropped it on the floor. A quick death would be too merciful for Ortaver, who could be more useful to them alive. Garux lunged at him and pummeled him with both fists. Fury blended with elation and brought red and yellow flashes in front of his eyes. Each punch made him roar with triumph. When Ortaver tried to push him off, Garux grabbed the dead soldier’s helmet and beat him unconscious. 

When he looked up, the fight had dwindled to isolated skirmishes. Most Marcomanni lay dead on the floor, and the Celts massacred the rest with their own weapons. Arvasia and another woman chased an injured soldier down the hallway. Other Marcomanni dashed toward the stairway, with the victorious Celts at their heels.

Garux dragged Ortaver downstairs to the prison cell. A wide grin stretched his lips as he put Ortaver’s hands behind his back, put the shackles on his wrists, and screwed the bolts in. With an immense feeling of satisfaction, Garux locked the door, hid the key in a crevice between two flagstones, and limped outside. 

* * *
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HALF THE MARCOMANNI died in the ambushes by the shrine and the carpenter shop. The sight of their superiors spilling out of the fort and running from a Celtic horde crushed the other half’s bellicose spirits. They fought for the fastest way out. 

By the time Garux hobbled to the town’s gate, all the Marcomanni were lying on the ground or running to the merchant road. The town rang with victorious Celtic shouts; the fighters whooped and embraced. Children skipped ahead of the crowd of cheering elders who returned from the pastures. 

Garux saw Arvasia bandaging an injured woman. He turned toward her, but then someone shouted, “It’s Garux!” and people gathered around him to pat his back or clasp his hand. To his surprise, even a few tattooed noblewomen smiled and nodded at him. 

Seneusia elbowed her way through the crowd and pulled him in for a hug. “Oh, dear boy,” she said. “Oh, dear, dear boy.” 

“I’m happy to see you well, Mother,” he said, hoping she still considered him her son. The happy sigh that escaped her told him she did. Garux took a deep breath and blinked to fight creeping tears. 

A pair of arms wrapped around his waist. He let go of Seneusia and turned around to face Arvasia. It was the first time he had seen her in full daylight after all those years. Despite her weight loss, her cheeks still dimpled when she smiled. 

“I missed you so much,” he said, and they hugged. 

“Me too, my love. I’m so happy you survived.” Her voice was strangely distant, and for a moment he wondered whether she still loved him. Then her shoulders shuddered with a deep sob. 

“What’s the matter, Arvasia?” Garux asked, pulling her away from him and looking her over. Apart from a cut on her forearm, she looked unscathed.

“I killed her,” she said. 

The distress in her eyes told him she spoke of her sister. “Killed her!” he wheezed out, his throat tightening. 

Seneusia grabbed Arvasia’s wrist. “Who did you kill, child?” 

Arvasia led them aside. Her face crumpled with pain as she said, “I took her for a Marcomannic jailer. But it was our Rawena.” 

Garux felt sickness scurrying around his stomach. One of the corpses in the jailers’ chamber . . . was Rawena?

Arvasia sniveled and sobbed. Tears trickled down her cheeks. The leader of rebels was gone; in her place, a girl tortured by guilt. 

“What are you talking about, unhappy girl?” Seneusia asked, wrinkling her forehead. 

“Oh, Mam, Rawena had dressed as a jailer, perhaps to free Garux. And I speared her heart.” 

Seneusia turned her eyes upwards and groaned. 

Garux swayed as if he’d been bludgeoned. “You speared her heart? Are you sure?” 

Arvasia sniffled and nodded. “I think so.” 

He grabbed the women by their arms. “Then we must get her.” 

As he led them to the fort, Garux shared everything Rawena had told him about Pandemia’s “game.” 

They walked over the fort’s moat in silence, slipping on blood and stepping over dead bodies. Garux feared that if Rawena escaped, cadavers would litter the entire world, and nobody would dare bury them.

“The druidess says Rawena is more dangerous than the largest army,” Seneusia said, staring at the corpses. “Oh, gods, what are we going to do?” 

Garux wondered how to answer. How could he tell a mother that her daughter had to be beheaded or immolated so she wouldn’t rise from the dead and annihilate everyone around her? He pushed at the fort’s front door and said, “We’ll take her to the druidess. She will decide what to do.” 

They walked down the hallways and entered the jailers’ chamber. But Rawena had disappeared.
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Columns of smoke still rose from the shrine and the carpenter shop. Clouds hung above the western sky, wrinkled like the surface of a windswept lake. Sparrows flew around the fort and hopped around its ramparts, chirping and arguing. Four eagles circled above them, eyeing them as a potential meal. 

Rawena crouched on the parapet on the top of the ramparts and groaned in pain. The spear had not only shredded her heart but also ripped her muscles and shattered two ribs. The left side of her body was numb. She thought it a miracle she had managed to crawl all the way there. 

Rawena had blacked out after Arvasia had speared her. When she had come to, she couldn’t move, just like when she had stabbed herself with Garux’s dagger. She had heard Arvasia and Garux speak in the hallway. She had seen Arvasia pull the spear out of her body and stare at her in recognition. Rawena had feared Arvasia would tell Garux, but then the Celts came, and they went upstairs. 

When everyone had left the fort, Rawena began to crawl. As she knew she couldn’t make it out of the town in full daylight, she sneaked upstairs. Using her legs and right hand to slink among gory corpses, she passed the chieftain’s chamber, pushed at the unlocked backdoor, and crossed the suspension bridge onto the ramparts. 

Gusts of wind brought snippets of Celtic cheers and war songs. When she peered over the outer wall of the parapet, she saw tiny figures dancing and hugging near the gate. 

If Arvasia survived, she would surely tell Garux about Rawena. How ironic that, two days after Rawena had confessed everything to him, her heart had been pierced, and he was free to go after her. Her pain made her wish he would destroy her, but if he did, Pandemia would trap her in the swamp. 

Rawena had to flee the town and unleash the plague. It seemed equally dreadful, but the alternative was spending eternity as a rat, trapped in revolting skin and filthy fur, and forever scampering around the fetid swamp, in perpetual gloom and in the company of that horrible Pandemia. That thought made her sweat with panic. 

Rawena wondered whether Ortaver had survived. She hoped the Celts would get drunk, so she could sneak out at night. 

As she dragged herself along the parapet, looking for a niche to hide between its concentric walls, the back door to the chieftain’s chamber squeaked open. Her blood ran cold in alarm when she realized that somebody was about to cross the suspension bridge. Her hideout had become a trap. 

The bridge was in the middle of the ramparts, which embraced the fort like a horseshoe and ended at the edges of the cliff. Rawena was a hundred steps from the bridge, on the ramparts’ southern side, hidden behind the curve of the wall.  

If the pursuers headed north, she could sneak back into the fort. They would probably go both ways, though, so she had to keep crawling toward the ramparts’ far edge and hope to find a hiding place—which was unlikely since the parapet was only five feet wide. 

As she crawled, Rawena made herself bleed again. All that her pursuers had to do was follow the trail she left behind. Fear pushed her forward, and she didn’t even dare look over her shoulder. She cursed the birds whose chirping prevented her from hearing if anyone ran behind her. 

She neared the ramparts’ end. The Isera River hummed below; the back wall of the ramparts came to view. Behind it, the cloudy sky and the tops of the highest trees on the other side of the gorge. 

Rawena turned around in despair. Her mother appeared from around the wall’s curve. 

Seneusia froze and gasped . . . but she didn’t drop the Marcomannic sword she held. Her eyes dropped to Rawena’s blood-drenched tunic, and Rawena realized that Mother knew.

Rawena scrambled to her feet, turned around, and rushed to the back wall. She knew there was no way to hide or escape, but panic drew her toward the edge of the cliff. Mother shouted at her to stop, but that made her go even faster. 

Rawena cursed the cruel fate. She had only wanted to liberate Garux, despite his stubborn love for Arvasia. She had even poisoned the real jailer and taken his helmet and a belt with a dagger so she could sneak Garux out of the fort. She had looked forward to hiding with him in the woods, nursing him back to strength, and watching as his gratefulness turned to love. 

Then her sister had attacked her as if she had been an enemy. And now her mother chased her like some vermin. 

Rawena reached the end, turned around, and leaned against the rough stones of the wall, which reached her hips. The breeze ruffled her hair. 

Seneusia halted a few steps away, the sword still in her hand. “Unfortunate girl,” she said, her face furrowed with anguish, just like on the eclipse night, when she had kneeled by Rawena’s body by the creek. “We’ve been looking all over . . . Oh, my girl, what have you become?” 

“Mother, don’t betray me,” Rawena pleaded. “Go back and tell them I wasn’t here. Please. Please!” 

Seneusia shook her head. “I can’t. Druidess Agira said dreadful things about you, and so did Garux. But perhaps Agira can help you. She is a wise woman. Come with me now, luckless child. We will go see her.” 

“No!” Rawena shrieked. “They would destroy me. And then my soul would be forever lost. You cannot let them do that, Mother. Do you hear? You can’t!” 

Seneusia swayed as though she would pass out, and Rawena knew she wouldn’t hurt her. Could she push past Mother and run away? 

Rawena stepped forward—and spotted Garux. He limped toward her, brandishing a sword. 

“Catch her!” he shouted at Seneusia. 

“Mother, help me!” Rawena screeched. “Help!”

Seneusia groaned as if her heart would burst. The sword fell out of her hand and crashed against the flagstones. Garux was about a hundred steps away.  

Rawena pulled herself onto the wall. She glanced at the river winding below like a long, thin serpent, with boulders instead of scales jutting out of its back. 

No mortal would survive a jump from such heights. But Rawena wasn’t mortal. 

“Catch her!” Garux screamed again. He was only a few paces behind Seneusia. 

Rawena recalled the jailer’s dagger dangling at her hip. But what chance did she have to fight her way out of the town?

Seneusia stood like a statue. Only when Rawena swung her legs over the wall did she lurch forward. Just as Seneusia and Garux reached for her, Rawena screamed and jumped. 
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Garux feared that Rawena could unleash the plague, even if the fall shattered her bones and shredded her organs. She only needed to mend enough to let her poisoned blood drip into a well or a grain pit on the next lunar eclipse. Even her bleeding into the river could cause a disaster. 

He led a group of people to comb the woods along the riverbanks, but darkness found them before they found Rawena. When they returned to the town, Tarnis, the boy who had lured the Marcomanni into the carpenter shop, ran toward them. 

“Uncle chieftain, uncle chieftain!” Tarnis called. “Druidess Agira is waiting for you in the chieftain’s chamber!” 

Garux thought it strange, as he expected the druidess to reclaim her old dwelling in the grove. He ruffled the boy’s scraggly hair and said, “Thank you, Tarnis. I guess I should go see her, then.” 

Tarnis grinned and skipped away, and Garux walked to the fort, along with Arvasia and Seneusia. 

Agira sat on the chieftain’s cot, staring at the stars through the open back door and listening to the wind on the ramparts. A small flame burned in an oil lamp like a fiery point of a spear. Its light pulsed over the arched ceiling and bare stone walls. It scurried into the countless lines on Agira’s face and danced in her ancient eyes, whose dark look told them she already knew they had failed. 

“The quest was too hasty and disordered, druidess,” Garux said. “I promise to organize it better tomorrow.” 

Agira gave him a weak smile. “I don’t blame you, chieftain. Tonight, we will plan a big search along the entire length of the Isera River.” She sighed and smoothed the white hair on the top of her head. “I had a vision of Rawena. Battered and unconscious, she lies on a riverbank in remote woods, much farther than you got today. You must find her. And behead her.” 

Seneusia groaned, and Agira reached for her hand. “It will end her misery, my dear,” the druidess said. “And prevent a catastrophe.” 

“But what evil can the poor girl cause if she cannot move?” Seneusia asked. 

Agira frowned and looked through the back door. The wind picked up and howled on the ramparts like a soul in torment. A large cloud erased the stars, making the sky resemble a giant black pit. When the cloud passed, the stars twinkled again as if the world outside had died and resurrected. 

“An outer force is in play,” Agira said, looking around the chamber as though to make sure nothing had entered. “A force that made Rawena and Garux immortal, a force that might give her new strength.” She grabbed her cane. “Help me to my feet, Garux. We must talk to that worm who has been her lover. He can tell us where she might go if she mends.” 

“Ortaver!” Garux exclaimed as he took Agira under the arm and pulled her to her feet. At last he understood why the druidess waited for them in the fort. “I completely forgot about that bastard!” 

He took the oil lamp and led the way downstairs. As they reached the prison door, he crouched and retrieved the key from the crevice between the flagstones. He unlocked the door and opened it. 

Ortaver sat on the floor with his hands shackled behind his back. His face was black and blue from Garux’s fists, his tunic grimy from struggling around the floor. The blade of Garux’s sword had severed his pinky and mangled the other fingers. 

He lifted his head to them and wheezed, “I’m thirsty!” 

Agira hobbled toward him and prodded his ribs with her stick. “I crap on your thirst, worm! Stop moaning, or I’ll force a lump of salt down your throat!” 

Ortaver smirked but said nothing.  

Garux said, “I want some information, you swine.” 

“Piss off!” Ortaver spat. 

Agira rounded on him and rammed her stick into his mutilated hand. Ortaver screamed in pain. 

Agira laughed and bent over him. “If you don’t speak, I will poke out your eyes. I’ll cut off your balls and stick them in your empty sockets. I’ll chop off your legs under the knees and lead you around the town on a chain so everyone can kick you and spit on you. Then I’ll—” 

“Just tell me what you want to know!” Ortaver snapped. 

“Why did you come here?” Agira asked. “And where were you heading next?” 

“I came because this is my home, my conquered territory,” Ortaver said, defiance ringing in his voice. “And I wanted to settle here until everything calmed.” 

“Are more Marcomanni coming?” Garux asked. 

Ortaver sneered. “That’s what worries you, eh, Garux? Another defeat!” 

Agira raised her stick, and the sneer disappeared from Ortaver’s face. He said, “Who knows what will happen now when the war against Catualda has ended. Some of my people might go to Germania. But most will stay here.” 

“Catualda won’t allow that,” Seneusia said. “He’s the new king of Bohemia. And he hates you.” 

Ortaver said, “Catualda is Marcomannic, you silly hag. He is a power-hungry prick who had always wanted to depose Marobod and become king. He hates Marobod, but he won’t expel the common Marcomanni who stay in Bohemia; he has no grudge against them.” Ortaver smirked and added, “You filthy Celts have no place here anymore.” 

“No place?” Garux growled. “We’ll see about that.” He took a deep breath and said, “Now tell me about Rawena. She escaped, and we need to find her, so where do you think she will go?”

Ortaver looked away, his face unreadable. 

“Come on, Ortaver,” Garux said. “It’s the last question.” 

“What will you do after I answer?” Ortaver asked. “Torture me?” 

“Torture you?” Garux said. “Maybe not. We might kill you quickly, but it depends on how useful you will prove. Now answer! Do you think she’ll return to your stronghold in the East?” 

Ortaver shook his head. “There’s almost nobody left there, and nobody likes her, anyway. They think she’s a Celtic bitch.” He gave Garux a quizzing look. 

Garux said nothing, and Ortaver continued, “Marobod is on his way to Rome to ask the emperor for asylum. She might try to catch up with him. Marobod isn’t too fond of her either, but he might plead for her as well, for my sake.” Ortaver’s lips stretched into a challenging grin as he added, “Especially if she shows him her tits.” 

Seneusia stepped forward as if to lash out at him, but Arvasia put a hand on her forearm. Seneusia halted and let air escape through her bared teeth. She gave Arvasia a quizzing look. 

“Wait, Mam,” Arvasia told her, “I want to ask him something.” She turned to Ortaver. “Where is Catualda?” 

Ortaver looked at her and licked his lips. “Garux said the question about Rawena was the last. So suck me.” 

Seneusia screamed, leaped forward, and kicked his crotch. Ortaver’s eyes flew wide open, and he gasped for air. 

“I’ll take a knife and slash away until there’s nothing to suck!” Seneusia screamed. “Now answer the question, filthy man!” 

Ortaver only groaned and foamed at his mouth. 

Garux asked Arvasia, “Why is it important?” 

“Catualda hates Marobod, and Ortaver is Marobod’s cousin and high commander,” she whispered in his ear. “If we send Ortaver’s head to Catualda, he might be grateful enough to send his army up here to protect us from future Marcomannic attacks. He might also send some soldiers down to the Roman Empire to search for Marobod—and Rawena.” 

“Oh, you are so smart!” Garux said. He tuned to Ortaver and growled. “Will you answer or not? Where is Catualda?” 

Ortaver glared at Seneusia and ignored Garux. Garux stepped closer to him, and so did Arvasia. Agira raised her stick. 

“Boviasmum,” Ortaver groaned. “Now go fuck a ghoul. All of you!” 

“I know Boviasmum.” Agira turned to her friends. “An ancient seat of Celtic chieftains. The largest settlement in Central Bohemia, or so it once was. It’s a two-days’ ride from here, at the place where our River Isera flows into the River Elb.” 

Garux gasped with excitement. “The River Elb? So Boviasmum is the way Rawena’s body floated!” 

Agira nodded. “You can combine the search of Rawena with a visit to the new Bohemian king.” She waved her gnarled hand toward Ortaver. “Take this worm with you as a royal present. If you find Rawena along the way, all the better. If you don’t, at least you can ask Catualda for protection for our tribe, and for help in your search. Meanwhile, I will see what I can do about Rawena’s soul.” 

* * *
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GARUX AND TEN VOLUNTEERS set off at sunrise, with Ortaver on a rope. They followed the Isera toward Boviasmum but saw no signs of Rawena.

As the blushing sun dropped behind the trees across the river, Garux halted his horse and turned to his entourage, who were on foot. “Let’s stop here for the night, my friends.” 

The ten women and children sat down and stretched out their sore legs. Garux wished he could have let them ride, but the woods were deep, and the paths were narrow, and riding would prevent them from peering into bushes and under fallen trees. His sense of justice made him think he should also walk, but the years in prison had taken his strength, and his thigh still throbbed. Besides, it was easier to lead Ortaver and oversee his people from horseback. 

Garux felt grim satisfaction when Ortaver fell to his knees and panted. The sight of sweat and fatigue on Ortaver’s battered face relieved his frustration about the failed search. 

They tied Ortaver to a tree, fetched water from the river, and gathered firewood. As they sat by a bonfire and chewed bread and bacon from the fort’s pantry, Garux gazed into the darkness across the river, wondering where Arvasia was. She had led her entourage across the ford behind the town and combed the woods on the other bank. He had seen her throughout the day riding a white Marcomannic horse, but he lost her in a patch of fog. He would see her soon, though: in two days, they would meet in Boviasmum. 

Garux’s thoughts flew to the previous night when Arvasia had bathed him and cut his tangled hair and beard. He smiled when he recalled how they later lay on the chieftain’s cot. He could still feel the smoothness of her skin and the warmth of her body; her whispered words still tickled his ear. They had been so tired and worried he had thought they wouldn’t do it. But they had. 

A moth fluttered around his head and brought him back to the present. He shooed it away and ran his hand over his short hair and beard, thinking how great it felt to be free—free of lice and Marcomanni.  

The fire hummed, and the river bubbled like two parents singing a lullaby. One by one, the exhausted tribespeople lay down and fell asleep. Only Tarnis, the tiny carpenter’s apprentice, was restless. He held a stick to the flames, watched it catch fire, and made fiery circles in the air. Now and then, he glanced at Garux to make sure Garux was watching him. 

Tarnis had been following him like a puppy while they had set up camp, and now he was sitting beside him. Tarnis’s father had burned on the pyre in the Marcomannic encampment, and his mother had frozen to death during the first year of the occupation. Garux suspected the boy saw him as a father figure. To his surprise, it filled him with happiness. 

Garux remembered him as a thin kid with scraggly hair, a mole on the tip of his nose, a toothy grin, and a dreamy cloud over his blue eyes. Tarnis had always chased older girls, offering to do their chores for a kiss and asking them if they would marry him when he grew up. He hadn’t changed a bit. 

“That Margi, she’s so beautiful, isn’t she, uncle chieftain?” Tarnis whispered, beaming and nodding toward one of the girls sleeping by the fire. 

Garux looked at Margi and tried to keep a straight face. She was over twenty, and her manly build reminded him of her aunt, Acolyte Kerta. She was at least two heads taller than Tarnis, and her shoulders were twice as broad. And she snored as if she had swallowed a bear cub. 

Tarnis gave him a conspiratorial wink. “Too bad she’s fallen asleep,” he whispered in an excited voice, his eyes shining brighter than the flames. “She promised to kiss me goodnight!” 

Garux ruffled Tarnis’s hair and said, “You should get some sleep, too, my little friend. Maybe Margi will kiss you good morning tomorrow.” 

Tarnis threw the stick into the fire. “You are right, uncle chieftain. I need strength for tomorrow’s trek. And for all the kissing.” 

Garux chuckled and said, “Yes, all the kissing . . . You have an exciting day ahead, kid.” 

“You bet!” The boy wrapped himself in a blanket and lay down. “Uncle chieftain?” he said after a while. 

“Yes, Tarnis?” 

“Why are we chasing Rawena? Why don’t we let her go to the Roman Empire and unleash the plague there? The elders say the Romans are our enemies, just like the Marcomanni.” 

“The Roman soldiers might be our enemies, Tarnis,” Garux said. “But what about their wives and children? There are thousands of good boys like you in Rome, and thousands of good girls like Margi. Would you like them to die?” 

“Of course not, uncle chieftain!” 

“Then we have to stop Rawena at all costs. She’s from our tribe, and we are responsible for her actions. Besides, when a disease strikes a city, survivors run away, and some of them could bring the plague to Bohemia. Do you understand, my little friend?” 

“I promise to search like a hound tomorrow!”  

“I know you will,” Garux said with a smile. “Now go to sleep.” 

“Good night, uncle chieftain,” Tarnis said as he closed his eyes. 

When Tarnis fell asleep, Garux stretched his back and added another log to the fire. Ortaver was still awake, and he spat when Garux looked at him over the flames. 

Garux stared him down and made him look away. He thought how strange it was that such an ugly and spiteful creature was the only lover the beautiful Rawena had ever had. Somehow, Garux felt it was his fault. 

The moon rose and spread its eerie arms around the woods. It bathed in the river, which murmured as if it wanted to tell Garux where it had taken Rawena. 

Garux let his mind glide to the other bank to Arvasia and her entourage, and then upstream to Seneusia, Kerta, Agira, and all the other people who had stayed behind. He let his eyes hover over Tarnis, Margi, and the other sleeping volunteers. 

How much Ortaver and his men had hurt them! And now that they had finally regained their freedom, they might suffer even worse, at the hands of their own sister, daughter, and tribeswoman. 

Garux sighed and rubbed the nape of his neck. Was all this his fault as well? He couldn’t bear thinking of that. 

The future of his tribe and the human race depended on finding Rawena, and time was running out. Agira had said the lunar eclipse would come on the next full moon. They had less than three weeks to prevent the plague. 
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On the following day, as the sun swung above the town’s battlements, Agira, Kerta, and Seneusia headed for the burial ground. Agira shuffled up front, leaning on her stick and carrying two rose garlands. Seneusia and Kerta dragged a Marcomannic captive they had kept in the prison cell. The captive had a broken skull and slipped in and out of consciousness. 

They passed about twenty women and children who were dismantling the palisade that used to separate them from the Marcomanni. The workers toppled the stakes with vigor and chopped them for firewood with gratification. And yet, a sinister cloud hung above their heads and their new-gained freedom. Everyone knew about Rawena and the threat she posed, and they worried the Marcomanni might return, more numerous than before. 

The three women reached the creek. The charred skeleton of the Marcomannic shrine was gone, and a new platform overlooked the pebbly bank, ready for Agira’s rite. Seneusia helped Agira climb the thirteen steps onto the top; Kerta dragged up the captive. 

The platform was about six paces wide and ten paces long. A bronze basin stood in the middle, brimming with kindling. A few logs lay nearby. 

Agira gazed across the creek at the new barrows that overlooked the graves of fallen warriors. Her eyes alighted at the grim hole that was supposed to be Rawena’s resting place. 

During her funeral, Agira had sent Rawena’s soul to the goddess Epona, but the soul had never reached Epona’s realm. Ancestral spirits had told Agira it was Pandemia who had snatched the soul and made Rawena pestilential and immortal. Agira was going to plead with Epona to compel Rawena’s soul into a final and eternal rest. 

Agira turned to the women and gripped their wrists. “Grateful I am for your help. But now, please leave, as I cannot have distractions. Powerful entities will be invoked, and peril might creep along the creek.” 

Kerta grumbled, “It’s not normal for such an ancient woman to expose herself to danger. Rotting ghouls! I swear it’s not normal.” 

Agira chuckled. “Normal people do normal things, my dear, and I do mine. Now stop frowning and be off, my devoted helper. Ready is the sun, and I must prepare, too.” 

Kerta and Seneusia left, and Agira started a fire in the bronze basin. 

The captive stirred and opened his eyes. One of his pupils was so dilated it nearly swallowed the iris. “Water,” he wheezed. “Water!”  

“I crap . . .” Agira began, but then she waved her hand and added a log to the growing flames. 

She tossed the smaller garland into the fire. The smoke thickened and rose toward the sun like a hand toward a feverish face. She heated a ritual dagger in the flames and watched the creek. 

When the sun rose a little higher and touched the creek, Agira tossed the large garland into the water and exclaimed, “Oh Epona, goddess of healing and fertility, of harvest and maternity. Accept this humble offering!” 

She raised the dagger and plunged the smoking blade into the captive’s chest. He uttered a gurgling sound, and his head tilted sideways. 

“Oh, goddess of death, accept this departed soul!” 

The sun glared on the creek and blinded Agira. Blackness came to her eyes. In the sudden night, she saw a slim figure with silver hair riding through the creek on a silver mare. Agira squinted into the sun’s fiery reflection, afraid to blink so she wouldn’t lose sight of the goddess. 

Epona rode side-saddle, facing the platform and Agira. She had a pale yet beautiful face, aquiline nose, and large, green eyes. She wore a long, silver garment and a silver cloak. A white saddlecloth reached her sandaled feet. 

Epona outstretched her hand toward the platform. A shivering ball of light rose from the wound in the captive’s chest. It floated toward her and hovered above her hand. Epona pursed her lips and blew on the ball of light, the way people blow seeds off a dry dandelion, making it float upstream above the creek. 

When the light disappeared, Epona nodded to Agira and pulled on the reins to turn her horse back. 

“Do not depart yet, mother of Celts,” Agira called. “Beware, beware! There is one more soul that should have entered your realm, oh goddess.” 

Epona frowned in thought. Then she said, “Rawena!”

“Yes!” Agira pointed to the burial ground. “Her body belongs in the grave that yawns empty beyond the creek, and her soul belongs to you. And yet, it has been snatched by the rat-goddess Pandemia. Take that soul, oh goddess of death! Make the body decay and cause no harm!” 

A shadow of fury passed over Epona’s eyes. The mare caught her agitation and pawed the sunlit creek. Epona pulled on the reins, and the mare reared and galloped downstream. She flew over the battlements and disappeared.

Agira realized Epona was going to battle Pandemia. Longing to witness Pandemia’s defeat, she screamed, “Take me along, oh mighty goddess. I beseech you!” 

A moment later, Agira’s mind left her body and floated above the creek. It overflew the battlements and tore through the woods. It caught up with the goddess near the bridge on the merchant road. The trees dashed by. Epona’s hair fluttered in front of Agira’s mind’s eye as if the druidess sat behind her. The mare’s hoofs made the creek simmer. 

The forest grew sick and thin. They flew through yellow steam that rose from the decaying creek. 

The hiss of a waterfall announced the end of their journey, and they plunged into the gloom of the swamp. As they reached a large boulder, the mare sank up to her belly into the reeking mud and screamed in fright. Something white swam toward them. A strange woman with golden hair climbed onto the boulder. Agira guessed it was Pandemia in her humanoid form. 

Pandemia drew back her cleft lip to reveal her large teeth. She lurched on the goddess, but the mare reared and kicked Pandemia’s belly as she flew at them. Pandemia uttered a piercing screech and fell into the sludge. She thrust her head above the surface a moment later, though, and she scratched the mare’s shoulder with her sharp nails. The mare screamed in pain and lowered her head to bite her. Pandemia dropped back under the surface. 

The mare shuddered and swayed; the bite mark oozed and swelled. She opened her mouth and foamed as if she choked. When she hung her head, her saliva dribbled onto the sludge. Then Epona touched the wound, and the trickle of pus dried out. 

Pandemia climbed back onto the boulder. Sludge poured from her head. A filthy drop fell off her long, pointy nose. 

“Is one soul really worth so much trouble?” she called to Epona in a jeering voice. “Don’t you ever want to see the daylight again?” 

With an angry wave of her hand, Epona conjured a sudden gust of wind that swept Pandemia off the boulder. Pandemia climbed back up the next moment and leaped at Epona. 

She landed on Epona’s chest, grasped her collar, and opened her mouth to bite her face. Epona grabbed Pandemia by the hair and yanked her head back. Pandemia’s large, sharp teeth clamped together. Epona wrapped the fingers of her other hand around the rat-woman’s neck. 

Pandemia clawed at Epona’s arm, but Epona didn’t let go. The mare turned her head and tried to bite Pandemia’s legs. Pandemia lifted her hand and swept the putrid air with swift circling motions. 

The swamp heaved like an enraged monster. A large whirlpool formed around them, spinning the mare around and making it scream with terror. The sludge bubbled as if heated by ghoulish flames. 

The mare sank deeper and deeper, despite kicking her feet to fight the pull. The whirlpool turned her round and round as if a mad giant kept pulling at her tail. 

Epona let go of Pandemia’s hair and spread her fingers to claw at her eyes. Pandemia twitched, unclenched Epona’s collar, and plunged into the sludge. The whirlpool ceased. 

Pandemia poked her head above the surface and called, “One last chance, Epona! Leave now, or I will let my swamp swallow you forever.” 

Epona hung her head and steered the horse toward the waterfall. 

Pandemia squealed with laughter. Then she spoke to Agira. “You should have never meddled with divine matters, crone. Return to your world. Try to save your parched skin!”

Agira felt her mind leave the swamp and rush back to her town. When she returned into her skull, a horde of rats was climbing up the stairs and posts of the platform. As they reached the top, the rats sniffed and ran over each other, hissing and squeaking. They clambered over the corpse of the Marcomannic captive. Then they turned on Agira. 

She screamed as the rats climbed her torso toward her head. Their bald tails squirmed over her face, and their claws tore at her skin. They started to bite. 

Agira scrambled to her feet, but she lost her balance, fell off the platform, and landed on the creek’s bank. Darkness descended, and the hissing and squeaking of the rats faded. The last thing Agira heard was a peal of high-pitched laughter and the drumming of departing hoofs. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX




[image: image]


That same morning, but far, far from the town, Rawena woke up and coughed. When she opened her eyes and lifted her head, she found herself lying face down in mud. The right side of her body pressed against the trunk of a fallen tree. A tiny puddle in the mud reflected a gray cloud. 

Something tugged at her lower body. She turned her head and saw foamy water running over her legs. She must have half-pulled herself out of the river using the branches of the tree, which arched over the bank and had caught her as she had floated downstream. But the last thing she recalled was plummeting off the fort’s ramparts. 

Rawena lifted her head some more and realized she lay on the left bank. The river flowed lazily through unknown woods. A frog croaked beside her. The cloud glided away, and the sun reflected in the puddle and hurt her eyes. 

She had no other sensations, apart from the sickness of her stomach and pressure on her chest. Although she heard the water bubble around her legs, she didn’t feel the cold wetness of the river. As she could only move her head and twitch her fingers, she feared she had broken her spine and became an eternal cripple. 

Questions floated through her mind, like dead leaves in the current. Would she ever walk again? How far had the river taken her? Was her tribe looking for her? 

A moment later, Celtic voices reached her ears to answer the last question. 

Rawena willed her arms to move. Her muscles screamed in protest, but she welcomed the pain as it told her she wasn’t completely paralyzed. She burrowed deeper under the trunk of the fallen tree. Long, dead grass hung over the trunk, the vestige of the last flood, and shielded her like a curtain. 

A pair of bare feet treaded a narrow strip of grass between the muddy bank and the forest. When she looked up and saw a boy with scraggly hair and a mole on his nose, she recognized Tarnis. He walked fast and kept his head turned left toward the forest, and she hoped he wouldn’t notice her. 

Tarnis was about to leap over her fallen tree when he stepped on a thistle and yelped in pain. To her horror, he sat on the trunk, which sank under his weight and bumped her head. He lifted his foot to pull the prickles out. 

The tree moved again as he shifted toward the river and put his injured foot in the mud, so near her face she could see the tiny fair hairs above his ankles. Tarnis sighed in relief; Rawena in despair. 

She recalled the Marcomannic hound growling at her on that morning four years ago when she had left Pandemia’s swamp. As she stared at Tarnis’s ankles, she thanked the good spirits that the boy didn’t possess a canine sense of smell. 

Despite her hope that he would leave, he whistled and drummed the fingers of his right hand on the log. With his other hand, he nipped at the dead grass, destroying her curtain. He reached farther and grabbed a lock of her hair. 

Rawena held her breath when he stopped drumming and whistling. Had he realized something in his hand didn’t feel like grass? 

A very tall and burly woman came into view. At first, Rawena thought it was Acolyte Kerta, but as the woman got closer, Rawena recognized Kerta’s niece, Margi. 

Margi bent over to peer into a bush, displaying the profile of her sizeable butt, and Tarnis gasped and unclenched Rawena’s hair. The tree trunk swung and banged her head again as he leaped to his feet. 

“What have you got there, my beautiful?” he shouted, running toward Margi. 

“Nothing,” she snapped, straightening her back. 

“Why are you so grumpy, lovely Margi?” he asked in a cheerful voice. “Are your feet sore? Would you like me to carry you?” 

Margi laughed as she looked down on him and patted his head, which was about the size of her hand. “And you think you could lift me, pup?” 

“Of course!” Tarnis exclaimed, flexing his thin biceps. “Look how strong I am, my gorgeous. And brave, too! I ripped my foot over there,” he waved his hand toward the fallen tree, “but I could still carry you all the way to Boviasmum.” 

Margi laughed and ruffled his hair, making him blush and beam. She turned toward the forest, but he pulled at her skirt and exclaimed, “Margi! Do you . . . do you . . . do you want to see the thistle I stepped on? The prickles are huge!” 

Rawena wished she could burrow into the mud like a frog. She feared that Margi would look over his head and spot her, but the girl stepped toward the woods. “Not really, pup,” Margi said. “We have a mission, remember?” 

“I sure do, my lovely!” Tarnis exclaimed, putting his tiny hand around her wide waist. “I’m sure I will be the one who finds Rawena!” 

When they disappeared among the trees, Rawena felt sick with relief. Her head spun, and she feared she would faint again. Then the thudding of hoofs reached her ears. She saw Garux riding down the strip of grass, with Ortaver stumbling behind his horse. 

She thought Garux looked handsome with his hair and beard cut short. And she knew he would hack her head off if he noticed her. 

Garux halted steps away from her. He dismounted and led the horse over the trunk. He didn’t see her, but Ortaver did. 

His ugly eyes bulged from his battered face, and he bumped his knees against the trunk as he stared at her. Garux yanked on the rope, making him fall over. As he scrambled to his feet, Ortaver turned his head back to her. She put her finger to her lips, and he nodded. 

Garux mounted the horse and led him on. 

* * *
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AS THE SUN MOVED WESTWARDS, Rawena crawled away from the riverbank to seek shelter for the night. She dragged herself through the woods, her body numb from the waist down, her forearms scraped from prickles, needles, and aerial roots. Dead leaves stuck to her gory tunic. 

Jaybirds called at her from the trees, and butterflies fluttered around her head. A grass snake slithered away from her. The knock knock knock of a woodpecker echoed throughout the woods. 

Rawena froze when she heard light footsteps behind her. She lifted her head and looked over her shoulder. A pair of gray canine ears stuck out from behind a bush. Her heart tolled as if it wanted to lurch through the hole in her chest. Although wolves seldom attacked people, she was easy prey. But she still had the jailer’s dagger. 

She rolled over, pulled up her upper body, and pressed her back against a tree. Her trembling hand groped for the dagger and drew it out of the scabbard. 

The wolf emerged from the undergrowth and licked its snout. Their eyes interlocked. The wolf shifted its weight. She stared into its amber eyes, trying not to show her fright and hoping the beast would cower under human scrutiny. But the wolf stepped forward and lowered its muzzle. 

The ridge of fur behind its ears rose like spikes. The wolf drew back its lips to reveal two sets of sharp fangs. A dreadful growl rolled from its throat. 

Four other wolves trotted forward. Their eyes shone with bloodlust; fur bristled on their backs. They growled and stepped closer and closer. One long leap, and their fangs would sink through her skin into her flesh. 

“No!” Rawena screamed. 

The wolves halted and lowered their heads. The growls died in their throats. At first, she thought she had scared them with her scream, but then she heard the ground rumble. The sound reminded her of the night she had tried to rescue Garux from the Marcomannic encampment. 

The earth burst open between her and the wolves. The wolves whined and stepped back. A white rat with a tuft of golden fur scurried out of the hole. 

“Pandemia!” Rawena screamed, her voice a thunderclap of hope and repulsion. The dragger slid through her shaking fingers.

Pandemia shuddered and turned into her human form. She screeched at the wolves, and they yelped and scattered. 

The rat-woman turned to Rawena, giggled, and said, “So we meet again, my ungrateful sister.” 

Rawena knew she should thank her. But the danger and suffering, along with Pandemia’s complacent smile, made her burst with rage.  

“I almost hoped you had forgotten about me!” Rawena screamed. “I’ve been in danger so many times these days, and you never came. Why don’t you leave me alone? Why don’t you let me die? You fiend!” 

Pandemia ran her hand over a hoof-shaped bruise on her belly. “I’ve been too occupied to worry about you, darling, and I knew you would manage, at least until now. But I didn’t want the wolves to tear you to pieces.” 

Pandemia raised her head and sniffed as if to make sure the beasts were gone. She turned to Rawena, smiled, and said, “Oh, sister, it’s so good to see you after so many years. I will always come to the rescue when you need me most.” Sadness dimmed the light in her beady eyes as she added, “Even though you have treated me with cruelty while I’ve always been kind to you.” 

“Kind?” Rawena screeched. “Kind? Infecting me with the plague was kind? Turning me into your tool of destruction was an act of kindness?” 

The sadness in Pandemia’s eyes deepened. “But it was you who stepped into my swamp and got the plague, darling. I cured you, don’t you remember? And I resurrected you when you died, and I’ve always tried to keep you out of harm’s way. Did you forget all that, oh thankless sister?” 

Rawena said nothing. The forest was silent like a burial ground, as if Pandemia hadn’t repelled only the wolves but also every other living soul. Only a breeze dared press against the twigs and make them swing and nod. 

Pandemia scratched her ear, giggled, and said, “And that murdering of humans, well that’s just a little game we play, isn’t it, darling?” Her voice and eyes grew cold as she added, “And the game is on.” 

“You really want me to . . .” Vomit surged into Rawena’s mouth and drowned her words. She coughed and retched the water she’d swallowed in the river.  

Pandemia stared at her without blinking and wrung her four-fingered hands. The breeze descended and ruffled their hair as though it wanted to eavesdrop. Heavy clouds rolled toward the river and onto the setting sun. 

Unnerved by the silence, Rawena wiped her mouth and asked, “How do you want me to unleash the plague? I can’t even walk!” 

Pandemia giggled. “Do you remember the magic waterfall, darling? It will mend your bones and organs, just as it healed your skin.” 

Rawena felt tears run down her cheeks. 

Pandemia leaned forward so her nose nearly touched Rawena’s. The red sun reflected dully in Pandemia’s eyes and turned the white hairs on her face pink. The stench coming from her mouth evoked memories of the swamp. 

“I will make you well again, sister. You will be strong, healthy, and immortal. You will have an eternity to seduce your Garux.” Pandemia covered her mouth and squealed with laughter. Then her eyes grew hard again. “Swear that you will unleash the plague.” 

The clouds reached the sun and shadowed the woods. Pandemia’s eyes became two black beads. 

Rawena’s mind roared. She could never commit mass murder, but was she prepared to spend eternity in the swamp, trapped inside the skin of a rat? What if she let the waterfall heal her—and escaped? 

Murderous wrath passed over Pandemia’s face, and she looked more sinister than the wolves. “Don’t even think of cheating me! No matter how far you run, I’ll always catch you. Now swear you will unleash the plague, or I’ll turn you into an eternal rat!” 

Rawena trembled and said nothing. Parts of the sky were still clear, but large raindrops slammed into the boughs, twigs, and leaves above their heads. 

Pandemia stuck out her tongue and licked her cleft lip. “Go on, sister. Swear!” 

Rawena knew she had no other choice. “I-I swear.” 

“Well done, sister!” Pandemia exclaimed. 

She pointed her fingers at the small hole through which she had emerged. When she spread her hands, the hole grew. 

“I’ll take you to my home, darling,” she said, her eyes beaming with excitement. “It’s time to heal and bond. And to think who you will infect.”
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On the third day of their journey, Garux woke up at dawn and went to the river to drink. As he crouched on the grassy bank and dipped his hand into the water, he looked across the river, wishing to spot Arvasia, whom he hadn’t seen for two days. All he saw, though, was a wall of conifers fighting for space and rising toward the light blue sky. He hoped to reach Boviasmum today and see her there . . . and get news about Rawena’s capture. 

The water bubbled between his fingers to remind him of his thirst, and he scooped some and took a few gulps. He took off his shirt and braies, waded into the river, and splashed the frigid water over his head and chest. He smiled with pleasure as drops traced his spine and the current pressed against his legs. After four years in filth, he couldn’t get enough of feeling clean. 

Tarnis ran from a clump of trees and scratched his scraggly hair. He halted on the bank and shouted, “How’s the water, uncle chieftain?” Although his eyes were still half-closed, energy bubbled through his veins like the water in the river. 

“It’s wet today, my little friend!” Garux replied, wading back to the bank. 

The boy laughed, took off his clothes, and jumped in. He squealed with shock as the icy water embraced him. 

Garux gasped when the torrent grabbed Tarnis and swept him away. Tarnis turned his head and stared at Garux, his eyes brimming with fear. The river swallowed him. 

“Tarnis!” Garux screamed as he rushed after him. He couldn’t see the boy, and his heart throbbed at the thought he had lost him. 

Then Tarnis poked his head above the surface. He swam like a dog toward the bank and grasped a tuft of grass. Garux dashed toward him and pulled him out. 

“Thank you, uncle chieftain,” said Tarnis, coughing and panting. He looked scared, but his grin returned as they walked back upstream. “I’m not sleepy anymore.” 

Garux chuckled with relief. “I bet you aren’t.” 

As they reached their clothes, Tarnis looked down and grew serious again. “Oh, no, my birdie has shrunk!” 

Garux laughed and said, “You better get dressed before your Margi sees you, then.”

Although he was only joking, Tarnis’s eyes filled with worry. “Do you think she would laugh at me? I’m sure she would! And her mam would laugh, too. That would be a catastrophe.” 

Garux stopped laughing. “Her mam? Catastrophe? What are you talking about, you crazy boy?” 

“I think I love her mam as well, uncle chieftain,” Tarnis said as he put on his braies. “She’s very beautiful, too.” 

Margi’s mother, Kerta’s older sister, was more muscular than Tarnis could ever hope to be, but the boy’s dreamy, innocent smile told Garux he really coveted her. Tarnis’s appetite for women was as broad as the women’s shoulders. 

“Oh, uncle chieftain!” the boy said as he wrought water from his hair. “Sometimes I feel I love all the girls and women from our town. Listen, I heard of tribes where the chieftains have more than one wife. Do you think it’s true?” 

Garux put on his clothes and shrugged. “It could be.” 

“Uncle chieftain, I have an idea! Could you tell everybody that if someone burns or beheads you, I will be the new chieftain?” 

Tarnis was so excited in his innocence that Garux had to laugh. “Maybe, maybe,” he said, patting the boy’s head. “Now let’s see if everyone is ready to leave.” 

As they entered the woods, Tarnis tugged on Garux’s shirt. “Uncle chieftain, can I go with you to see Catualda when we get to Boviasmum?” 

“To see Catualda? Why?” 

“I want to see if he’s got more than one wife.” 

Garux chuckled and shook his head. 

“But you never learned Marcomannic in prison,” Tarnis said. “You need an interpreter.” 

“An interpreter? Well, I don’t understand Marcomannic, but I know a few words to get by. And Arvasia will be there, and she speaks that stupid language.” 

“But uncle chieftain, what if we get there before she does? What will you do then, when they speak to you? Smile and shake your head? That’s not going to do! They will call you crazy. And you won’t even understand them!”

Garux thought the royal court was no place for kids. Out loud he said, “I’ll think about it, Tarnis.” He hoped the boy would forget about it before they got there. 

“Thank you, uncle chieftain!” Tarnis exclaimed, beaming as if Garux had given him permission. 

They reached the glade where they camped, and Tarnis ran to help Margi and her mother pack their blankets and cooking pots. Garux strapped the packs to his horse’s back, untied Ortaver from a tree trunk, and attached Ortaver’s rope to the pommel of his saddle.  

As he rode down a narrow stone path, peering into bushes and among trees, Garux still hoped to find Rawena, but his hope sank with every beat of the horse’s hoofs. The river rushed by, much faster than they were, spuming and bubbling as if to mock him. He prayed to the river’s spirits to reveal where she was, but they didn’t tell. 

When the sun neared its zenith, he spotted a wooden bridge spanning the river, and a hilltop fort looming on the other bank. It had to be Boviasmum. 

A large group of soldiers guarded their side of the bridge. Garux dismounted and whistled as a sign for his scattered group to come. He rubbed the back of his neck as he watched the soldiers. Although the war had ended, unrest ruled the land, and the men could attack anyone who wasn’t from their tribe. He guessed they were the Gutones, who constituted Catualda’s army and who—being Germanic—could despise Celts.

Garux went to Ortaver and grabbed a filthy rag that was coiled around the captive’s neck. “Open your mouth, swine,” he said. It was better to gag Ortaver so he couldn’t speak with the soldiers. 

Ortaver tugged on the rope that tied his wrists as if he wanted to rip it and attack him. His ugly eyes filled with loathing, and he sucked in his cheeks.  

Garux guessed he was gathering saliva to spit on his face, and he punched him in the stomach. As Ortaver gasped for air, Garux stuffed the rag in his mouth. 

“You’ll never learn, you filthy hog, will you now?” Garux asked, tightening the knot. 

The tribespeople gathered around them. 

“Look, uncle chieftain,” Tarnis said, pointing to six horsemen coming at a gallop. 

Garux felt his heartbeat thudding in his eardrums. His horse neighed and pawed, and he rushed to grab the bridle and calm the beast. Tarnis stepped toward him, clenching his tiny fists as if to protect the chieftain from the towering horsemen. 

When the riders got closer, and Garux could hear the beating of their horses’ hoofs, he turned to Tarnis. “Shout in Marcomannic, ‘We come as friends to seek an audience with Catualda.’”

Tarnis did, and Garux hoped the language of the Gutones was similar to Marcomannic. 

Tarnis shouted again, but the soldiers didn’t slow. They were only a few steps away. The sun reflected on their pointed helmets and raised battleaxes. Garux cringed, thinking they would barrel into them and hack them to pieces. 

He reached for his sword, but the soldiers pulled on their reins. Their horses reared and halted, making Garux’s horse neigh and jerk its head. 

A mustachioed soldier who had ridden upfront barked a question. Although he lowered the battleax, he didn’t stick it behind his belt. Neither did his men. 

Tarnis spoke, pointing first at Garux and then at Ortaver. The soldiers seemed to be more interested in the latter. Ortaver tried to speak when they stared at him, but only muffled sounds came through the gag. Tarnis spoke some more, but Garux only understood ‘Marobod’ and ‘Catualda’. 

The mustachioed soldier often interrupted and made Tarnis repeat what he said. When the soldier replied, Tarnis leaned toward him and squinted in concentration. 

The Celts grumbled at something the soldier had said, and Garux wondered what was happening. When Tarnis spoke back, the soldier frowned in thought. Then he shrugged and nodded. 

Tarnis beamed as he turned to Garux. “You have permission to cross the bridge, uncle chieftain, along with Ortaver. But the others have to stay on this side of the river.” 

Garux guessed that was the reason for the grumbling. But what was Tarnis so excited about? 

A mischievous spark lit the boy’s eyes as he said, “I’m allowed to go with you, of course—as your interpreter.” 

* * *
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ARVASIA AND HER GROUP reached Boviasmum that same afternoon. The dismay about their failed search for Rawena hung around them like a fog as they crossed a wooden bridge over the moat. 

Three sentinels stood by the city gates, clad in chainmail shirts and striped, red and yellow tunics. The oldest, a short, stocky man with graying hair and a thick, waxed mustache, stepped toward them. 

“Who are you?” he asked, his light blue eyes set on Arvasia, who stood up front. 

Guessing he was a Guton, Arvasia was relieved his language resembled Marcomannic—and that he sounded friendly. 

“We are enemies of Marobod,” she said. “We came to request an audience with Catualda.” 

The man twisted his mustache. “Are more of your tribe coming?” 

“No, it’s just the eleven of us,” Arvasia said. “But my future husband is coming from the other side of the river. And he’s bringing Marobod’s cousin Ortaver as a captive.” 

The guard raised his eyebrows. “Somebody has brought Ortaver this midday. That was your future husband, then? A lucky man!” 

A balmy breeze caressed Arvasia’s heart at the thought that she would soon see Garux. “Thank you,” she said. “But—did he bring along a woman with auburn hair?” 

The guard chuckled. “Why would he? He’s already got the prettiest girl of all!” 

Arvasia rubbed her forehead, and her smile froze. Had Garux found and beheaded Rawena before coming here? Or had he also failed? 

The guard caught her mood, and his face turned serious. “I’m afraid that Catualda is too preoccupied with his own problems to worry about Ortaver or your tribe. I think that coming all the way here was a waste of time. If you really want to talk to him, then so be it, but only you can come in. The rest must stay behind.” 

Arvasia opened her mouth to protest, but he lifted his hand to silence her. “Garux’s entourage couldn’t get in either,” he said. He still sounded friendly, but his voice was firm. “They weren’t even allowed to cross the bridge. Such are the rules.” 

Although she didn’t understand his every word, Arvasia grasped what he had said. She wondered why she hadn’t seen Garux’s companions across the river. They had probably scattered around the woods to find something to eat before Garux returned. 

She nodded and turned to her entourage. “Why don’t you cross the bridge, my friends, and find Garux’s group? We will be back soon.” 

The group left, and the guard opened the gate and let her pass. He led her across another bridge, which spanned a shallow moat between two concentric walls that protected Boviasmum. They walked through a crumbling gateway and stepped into the city. 

Boviasmum resembled the darkest corner of the Otherworld. Only the ramparts and the fort stood intact among heaps of charred rubble that had once been workshops, stables, and dwellings. Black tree trunks rose above the ruins, their twigs gone, their limbs reduced to dry sticks. 

“Who did all this?” Arvasia asked. 

“Our friend Marobod,” the guard replied with a frown. “This is where he was holed up during the last days of the war. When he saw he would lose, he told his men to burn everything and flee.” 

“Burning the city like this . . . The man has no heart. And what about the people who lived here before that?” 

The guard shrugged his shoulders. 

They passed a group of men who were clearing the skeleton of a longhouse. Their hands, arms, and faces were black with soot. The men brought the charred wood to a square, where others roasted hares and boars on large spits. The scent of meat overpowered the smell of ash and made Arvasia’s mouth water. 

Behind the square, where new grass sprouted from the ashes, a group of boys practiced lancing and battle axing. Some of them stopped and stared at her as she followed the guard up a paved path to the fort. 

A damp cold replaced the warm sunshine when they entered the fort. The guard led her down a narrow hallway, where dust danced in the sunlight coming through groined windows. His graying head shone like a pile of silver whenever he passed through the beams of light. 

He halted and pointed at an oak door at the end of the hallway. “You will find your lucky man over there, pretty. I’ll tell Catualda you are here, too. Let’s hope he won’t make you wait too long.” 

Arvasia thanked him, and the guard wished her good luck and turned around. She rushed down the hallway, dying to see Garux and longing for news about Rawena. The door opened without a squeak as she pushed against it. 

Garux paced around a large, murky chamber, his hands clasped behind his back. She smiled when she saw Tarnis walking behind him like a duckling behind a mother duck. Ortaver sat on the floor, bound and gagged. His eyes were closed as if he were sleeping. 

Garux noticed her step in, and he ran to hug her. 

“Did you find her?” he asked after a brief kiss. 

She sighed. “No. And I guess you didn’t either.” 

Garux winced and said, “Then Catualda is our only hope. We must convince him to give us men to search for her.” 

Arvasia recalled the guard’s words about the futility of their journey, and dismay clasped her heart. The future of humanity was in their hands. But fate kept rapping their fingers. 

* * *
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THEY HAD TO WAIT UNTIL the evening, and the servant who came to fetch them scowled as if they were beggars. Without a word, he led them up a dark, winding stairway. Arvasia walked behind him, and Garux followed, leading Ortaver on a piece of rope. Tarnis, who had persuaded them to take him along, brought up the rear. 

As they reached the second floor, Garux caught up with her and wrapped his fingers around hers. To her surprise, Tarnis took her other hand. 

The servant ushered them into a large torchlit hall. A few dozen captains milled around, all wearing thick breastplates and double-handed swords in gilded scabbards. They hooted and smirked at the Celts and their scruffy garments.  

Catualda sat on a wooden throne at the back of the hall. The throne was on a high dais, and Arvasia had to look up to see his face. He eyed them with a superior smirk, but he looked nothing like a king and conqueror. He was short and lean, and sharp cheekbones poked at his white, parched skin. The crown of his head was bald. He sported a droopy mustache and thin, braided beard. 

Although he inspired little respect, Ortaver stared at him with his eyes wide open, and with fear and expectation glistening in his pupils. 

“My time is precious,” Catualda snapped. “What do you want?” 

Tarnis opened his mouth to speak, but Arvasia jumped in. “We’ve come to—”

“Shut up!” Catualda shouted. “A woman’s mouth is only good for pleasuring me.” 

Some of the commanders laughed. Ortaver’s eyes brightened with hope. Arvasia felt her face burn with shame and anger. 

Catualda turned to Garux. “You don’t know how to speak, huh?” 

“In fact, he doesn’t,” Arvasia said, trying to sound calm. “At least, not your language. But he told me what to say.” 

Catualda looked her up and down, his eyes pausing on her breasts. He sneered and licked his fat lips. Garux squeezed her hand, and she hoped he wouldn’t lash out. 

“Very well,” Catualda told Arvasia. “Speak, woman, but make it quick.” 

“The Marcomanni occupied our town and killed most of our warriors,” she said, trying to mask her resentment. While she doubted Catualda would help them, she had to try. “A few days ago, we liberated our town, but we lost some more fighters. The northwestern woods are full of Marcomanni, and they might attack us again. We would like you to send troops to help us protect our town.”  

Catualda stared at her in silence. He never blinked, and as he pursed his lips under his droopy mustache, he looked like a large but emaciated catfish. When he yawned, Arvasia realized he didn’t care about the future of her tribe. 

“Also, we brought you news about Marobod,” she said, hoping that Catualda might go after him and help them catch Rawena. “He is going to the Roman Empire, and we—”

“I already know that,” Catualda snapped. “And good riddance that is. Have you got any more exciting news before I throw you out?” 

Arvasia thought she heard Ortaver chuckle through the gag. She took a deep breath and said, “We would like—” 

“You would like, you would like,” Catualda screamed. “You came here to beg, huh? You came here to waste my time. And what do you offer in return? Your sweaty tits?” 

The captains hollered, and Arvasia crossed her arms over her chest. “Fighting against your enemies, I believe we’ve gained your benevolence.” She nodded to the captive. “And we’ve brought you a high Marcomannic commander, Marobod’s cousin Ortaver.” 

Catualda smirked. “Yes, I can see. Now free him.” 

Ortaver mumbled through his gag and moved toward the king. Garux yanked at the rope around his neck, and Ortaver gurgled and stood still. His eyes burned with eagerness. 

“What?” Arvasia asked, hoping she had misunderstood. 

Catualda shrugged. “His hand is mangled, and his army conquered, so he is no threat to me. He’s also my cousin, albeit once removed. He might be a bastard, and his eyes look like two donkey buttholes. But I won’t have a filthy Celt leading him around on a piece of rope.” 

Arvasia was so stunned her head spun. Ortaver tugged on the rope. 

“What’s going on?” Garux asked. 

“They want us to free Ortaver, uncle chieftain,” Tarnis replied. 

Garux gasped in shock. “Free Ortaver?” 

Catualda turned to a bearded giant standing beside the throne. “Guard! Release that bastard!” 

As the guard walked to Ortaver, Garux flexed his hands into fists. 

Arvasia grabbed him by the back of his shirt and hissed, “Don’t move! Fighting will only get us into trouble. We can still negotiate this.” 

Garux nodded and took a deep breath. 

The guard drew his short sword and motioned to Garux to step aside. Arvasia grabbed Garux under the arm and pulled him back. 

Tarnis stood beside Garux, his hands shaking with fury. 

As they watched the guard cut Ortaver’s ropes, Garux murmured, “I should have killed him when I had the chance.” 

Arvasia put her hand on his back, grateful they’d had to leave their weapons behind. In despair, she thought of telling Catualda about Rawena and the plague. But he wouldn’t believe her. 

As the guard pulled the rag out of Ortaver’s mouth, Ortaver massaged his cheeks with his good hand and sneered at Garux. Arvasia feared he wanted to aggravate Garux and get him arrested. 

She raised her hand to cup Garux’s chin and make him look at her when Ortaver said in his guttural Gaulish, “Another failure, huh, Garux? Just like your whole life has been. Now take your whore, your brat, and your filthy tribe, and get out of Bohemia.” 

“Garux, don’t let the swine provoke you,” Arvasia said. 

Despite trembling with rage, Garux stood still. Tarnis didn’t. 

The boy lowered his head and rushed at Ortaver like a livid goat. Although he wanted to butt Ortaver’s groin, he missed, and his head crashed into Ortaver’s hip bone. Ortaver roared with laughter and grabbed Tarnis by the hair. 

The guard stood still, his eyes sparkling with amusement, but he scowled and raised his sword when Arvasia stepped forward. Her common sense made her halt. 

As he couldn’t punch with his mangled, free hand, Ortaver raised his elbow and slammed it into Tarnis’s face. Arvasia screamed at the sight of blood running out of the boy’s nose. Garux rushed at Ortaver and punched his cheek. As Ortaver staggered, Garux lunged at him and they fell. 

“Stop it, Garux!” Arvasia screamed as he wrapped his hands around Ortaver’s neck.

The guard raised his sword above Garux, but she leaped forward and hung on his hand to hold him back from attacking. He pushed her aside so forcibly she stumbled and fell. He kicked the side of Garux’s head and made him tumble. 

Arvasia scrambled to her feet and watched in horror as four or five captains fell on Garux and Tarnis. To her relief, they used fists rather than swords. 

Ortaver also got up. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth, but he gave Arvasia a victorious sneer. Then he turned to the king. “This bastard has disturbed the peace of your court,” he shouted, pointing to Garux. “Lock him up, cousin!” 

“Yes,” Catualda screamed, rising from his throne. “Lock him up! And take that brat along with him!” 

The soldiers pinned Garux and Tarnis to the floor and tied their hands with Ortaver’s rope. 

Garux lifted his head to Arvasia and shouted, “Run!” 

“No!” she screamed, determined to plead and argue with Catualda. If she also got arrested, at least she would stay near Garux. 

They pulled Garux to his feet. He shouted again, “Run, damn it! Take care of our tribe. And find Rawena!” 

That jolted her. She had to tell her people what had happened and make them keep looking for her pestilential sister. 

Arvasia turned around and dashed toward the exit. A captain tried to trip her, but she skipped over his outstretched foot and ran out. She stumbled down the darkened stairs, ran down a dim corridor, and hit a dead end. She rushed back, trying to remember the way the friendly guard had taken her, and at last, she found the exit. 

A few men whistled and hooted at her as she ran to the city gates, but nobody tried to stop her. The gate was opening for an oxcart. 

The guard greeted her with a troubled look. “What happened, pretty?” 

Arvasia only sobbed as she pushed past him and ran across the bridge to tell her people that Garux had fallen into the hands of another Marcomannic usurper. And that nobody would help them find Rawena. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
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Eight days had gone by since Arvasia and Garux had departed for Boviasmum, and anguish crept into Seneusia’s soul. If everything had gone according to the plan, they would have already returned, with the news of Rawena’s destruction, and with Catualda’s soldiers to protect the town. As the afternoon came and they still hadn’t, Seneusia went to ask Agira whether she had seen them in a dream or vision. 

The druidess had never gotten back on her feet after the ordeal by the creek. But while her body deadened, her mind struggled for life. Kerta had moved into Agira’s dwelling to look after her, and anyone could visit them. 

Having crossed the pastures and the grove of oaks, Seneusia entered the house, knocked on the door to Agira’s chamber, and walked in. Kerta had removed the oiled parchment from the window to give the druidess fresh air. And yet, the stench of sweat, urine, and feces conquered the incoming breeze and slapped Seneusia across the nose. 

Agira lay on her cot, covered with a bear hide despite the heat. Four chairs stood beside the cot, ready for visitors, but only Kerta sat there. Kerta yawned as she grumbled a greeting, and Seneusia guessed she’d spent the whole night by Agira’s side again. 

Seneusia took a chair, and Agira opened her eyes and smiled. The smile was lopsided, for paralysis had claimed the left side of her face. She gave Seneusia her right hand; her left hand lay beside her like a dry stick. The rats’ teeth still marked her skin. 

“Worried are your eyes, and your heart’s in anguish,” Agira said, her words a slow, slurred trickle, her voice tainted with exhaustion. “But you will soon get news about your Arvasia.” 

“News?” Seneusia asked. 

Agira murmured and closed her eyes. 

“Is it good news, wise druidess?” Seneusia asked, but Agira began to snore. 

“She keeps falling asleep like this all the time,” Kerta said. “And whenever she does, I fear she won’t wake up. Rotting ghouls, it drives me mad! She still has so much to teach me.” 

As soon as she said that, Kerta also closed her eyes. Her snoring soon grew stronger than Agira’s. 

Seneusia sat back and waited for the druidess to wake up. She wondered what the news was. The sun shone above the oaks outside and poured dappled rays through the window. The leaves’ shadows fluttered on the floor like black butterflies. 

As she gazed toward the cemetery, Seneusia shuddered at the recollection of Rawena’s empty grave. Everybody lived in fear of Rawena, and Seneusia felt it was her fault. Had she stopped her from leaping off the fort’s ramparts, the world wouldn’t be rolling toward a catastrophe. 

Seneusia couldn’t help pitying Rawena. How desperate she must have been to jump from such a height! How much pain the fall must have inflicted! 

Seneusia often wondered whether she could have been a better mother to her. Although Rawena had seemed to think Seneusia preferred Arvasia, Seneusia had given both daughters all her love in equal doses. 

As she looked at Agira’s bitten face, and as she recalled the rats appearing out of nowhere during the rite, Seneusia realized that no amount of affection could have prevented evil powers from clenching Rawena’s soul. 

A fresh breeze came through the window and caressed her face. It brought the scent of the trees and lessened the stench. Agira coughed and opened her eyes. 

Seneusia leaned toward her and asked, “Druidess, what is the news you—”

“I’ve dreamed about a white sandstone rock that looks like a horn,” Agira interrupted, her eyes darting from Seneusia to Kerta, who had also woken up. “I wonder why.” 

Kerta leaned toward Seneusia and grumbled into her ear, “She’s been talking about that damned rock since yesterday. Rotting ghouls, she drives me mad!” 

Seneusia was about to repeat her question when a knock came on the door. The door opened, and Kerta’s niece Margi walked in. Her clothes were filthy; her shoulders slumped. 

“They said I could come,” she said in a husky but shy voice, gawking at the ailing druidess. 

“Did you find Rawena?” Agira exclaimed. 

Margi tilted her head as if she couldn’t understand Agira’s slurred speech. Then her broad shoulders slumped some more. “We did not, druidess.” 

Agira groaned. Kerta cursed under her breath. Then she got up and embraced her niece. 

A beldam surged inside Seneusia’s mind. Although she would never admit it, the feeling that reached her heart fastest was irrational relief that her girl was alive. Then she remembered her younger daughter and asked, “Where is Arvasia?” 

Margi gasped. “She went to Rome to look for Rawena,” she said, her eyes on the floor. 

“With whom?” Seneusia asked. 

Margi cringed. “Alone.” 

“Alone?” Seneusia exclaimed. “How could you let her go alone, unfortunate wench? And why? Where is Garux?” 

Agira put her good hand on Seneusia’s wrist. “Let the girl tell us everything from the beginning.” She turned to Margi. “Sit down and speak, dear.” 

Margi fell on a chair and said, “We reached Boviasmum without seeing Rawena. And then, Catualda freed Ortaver. And when Garux and Tarnis protested, he arrested them.” 

To Seneusia, every sentence was a nail piercing her through. Tears sprang out of Agira’s right eye. Kerta clenched her massive fists and said, “He did what?” 

Margi sniveled and said, “I didn’t see it, but Arvasia told us everything. She thinks Garux and poor little Tarnis are now slaves or prisoners.” Margi sighed and wiped her eyes with her large hand. 

A deathly silence shrouded the chamber. Seneusia said, “Tell me about Arvasia, dear girl.” 

“She took the merchant road south toward Rome. And she sent us back home because we didn’t have horses and would slow her down. We insisted on going with her, but she wouldn’t hear about it.” 

“What about Garux’s horse, then?” Agira asked. 

“It disappeared, druidess. The Gutones must have stolen it.” 

Agony constricted Seneusia’s torso. So her older daughter still posed a threat to humanity, her younger daughter was alone on a dangerous mission, and her future son-in-law had once again lost his freedom. 

“I can’t believe that damned Catualda freed Ortaver!” Kerta growled. “What a bastard! So where is that swine Ortaver now?” 

“We don’t know, aunt,” Margi said, bursting into tears. 

“There, there.” Agira patted her hand. “Overwrought you are, and tired from the long journey. Go home and take a rest, Margi. And thank you for the news.” 

Margi nodded, stood, and left. They sat in stunned silence as her heavy steps died outside. 

The druidess closed her eyes again as if she were falling back asleep. Seneusia thought she looked like a corpse, except that all the corpses she had seen—even those who had died of old age—looked much younger than Agira.

A large deerfly flew in and buzzed around their heads. When Kerta swapped at it, the fly escaped.

Agira opened her eyes and exclaimed, “I know why I keep dreaming about that horn-shaped rock! That’s where—” 

At that moment, a white rat with a tuft of golden hair on its head scurried up the cot and ran over Agira’s face. Agira screamed. Her body shook as if two ghouls rattled her bony shoulders. 

Kerta and Seneusia sprang to their feet, and the rat leaped off the cot and dashed for a hole in the wall—a hole they had never seen before. Although they tried to calm the druidess, she didn’t stop screaming even long after the rat had disappeared. 

At last, exhaustion overcame her fear, and Agira fell quiet. Her eyes drooped. Sweat sparkled on her forehead. 

“That was her,” she wheezed. “That was Pandemia. I crap on that whore and her evil tricks. Dreadful fright she’s given me!” 

Dread crept along Seneusia’s spine. So that was the creature that had taken Rawena’s soul. 

“But what was the thing you said about the white rock, druidess?” Kerta asked. 

Agira gave her a blank look. Then she closed her eyes and fell back asleep. 

They kept asking her whenever she woke up, but she didn’t know what they were talking about. At last, she told them to stop bothering her with a damned rock. 

As the sun climbed down the western sky, and swallows darted around the grove in search of insects, Agira had a vision of a wide river. 

* * *
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WHEN SHE WAS LITTLE, Arvasia had thought the merchant road that ran past her town stretched on throughout the world. And now, during her southward journey, she often thought it might truly never end. Then, at last, six days after she had left Boviasmum, the road descended a valley and merged onto a path along the River Danube. 

The setting sun painted the water with golden hues in the west, where a stone bridge connected the world of the Celtic, Germanic, Baltic, Sami, and other “barbarian” tribes with the world of the Romans. Timbered hills of the Roman Empire rose behind the river: she had completed the first part of her mission. But she had no reason to rejoice. 

Arvasia had seen no signs of Rawena, and she had taken much longer than she’d hoped to reach the northernmost part of the empire. The city of Rome was still far away, and she had little chance to reach it before the lunar eclipse, which was coming in about a fortnight. Only despair and stubbornness drove Arvasia forward, along with the hope that she might catch up with her sister. 

As she rode down the slope, she wondered how could the Romans bridge a watercourse that was four times as wide as the Isera. Eight arches looked down on the fast river which bubbled around massive columns. Despite the bridge’s sturdy look, Arvasia knew she would breathe more easily once she had crossed it. Then she realized that crossing it might not be that easy. 

About ten men milled around a tall, wooden lookout on her side of the bridge. They wore high boots, short white tunics, and ornate breastplates. Brown cloaks hung from their shoulders. Their bronze helmets had face masks and transverse crests, making them resemble ominous birds of prey. 

Her throat tightened as she steered toward the bridge, and they walked toward her. One of them grabbed her horse by the bridle, making it neigh and snort. He barked a question she didn’t understand. 

“I would like to cross, please,” she said, feeling foolish and wishing she could speak Latin like Druidess Agira. 

They frowned and shrugged their shoulders. 

She repeated the request in Marcomannic. Their frowns deepened. 

They spoke over one another and pointed back. One of them winked and outstretched his hand, palm up, but she couldn’t bribe them, as Ortaver had emptied the chieftain’s coffer. While she had stashed a few precious stones throughout the occupation, she had exchanged them a few days ago for provisions at a trading station in the south of Bohemia. All she had left was a necklace she had got from Garux, a large opal on a thin, golden wire. 

Her heart bled when she took it off and offered it to the men. Garux was suffering the horrors of slavery or imprisonment, and she was giving away his present. But she knew he would understand. 

The soldiers peered at the necklace, and they scoffed and shook their heads without touching it. Arvasia put the necklace back around her neck and lifted her hands to show she had nothing else to offer them. The men murmured. One of them pointed to her horse, but she shook her head; she would never catch up with Rawena or reach Rome before the eclipse on foot. 

The man holding the bridle turned the snorting horse around and slapped its rump. The horse started to trot, and she grabbed the reins so it wouldn’t unsaddle her. The soldiers laughed at her back. 

To her surprise, Arvasia felt relieved rather than angry. She realized she couldn’t have succeeded, even if a miracle had helped her reach Rome before the lunar eclipse. The city had to be a hundred times bigger than Boviasmum, so how could she find Rawena there, especially if she didn’t speak a word of Latin? 

Arvasia rode toward the path, determined to go home and ask the druidess what to do next. Then she looked at the hills on the other bank and realized she couldn’t turn her back on the innocent people living beyond them. 

She had often suffered nightmares about the plague striking the overpopulated Rome, and of thousands of corpses rotting under the southern sun. She felt responsible for their lives because Rawena was her sister. If she couldn’t prevent the plague, she could at least try to warn them. 

Arvasia spurred the horse into a canter and rode west in search of another bridge. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
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The magic waterfall sealed Rawena’s wounds and mended her skin and bones. Her strength returned, and the stomach cramps and parchedness from the lack of food and water dulled into constant but tolerable malaise. The swamp filled her with loathing and disgust, but she wouldn’t leave. Pandemia obviously cherished her company, for she always giggled and chattered, and Rawena hoped she would forget about the eclipse and the game. 

One day, however, as soon as she woke up, she saw Pandemia crouching over her, in her humanoid form, and with a grave expression on her face. 

“The lunar eclipse will be here in seven days, darling,” Pandemia chirped. 

Rawena shot to her feet, her guts going liquid. The swamp was as murky as always. Filthy fog crept from the sludge, and the waterfall hissed in the distance.  

“It’s time to think who you will infect,” Pandemia continued. “Your tribe is the nearest, so—” 

“No!” Rawena screamed, bursting into tears. “How can I murder my people? How? How? Oh, please! Don’t make me do that!” 

She clawed at her forearm. Her stomach turned, but she had nothing to vomit. Pain clenched her temples so firmly she moaned. 

“Calm down, sister,” Pandemia said in a soothing voice. “You don’t want to infect your tribe? We must think of someone else, then.” 

When Rawena wiped her eyes, Pandemia gave her a quizzing look. “I wonder who else is there,” she said. 

“The Marcomanni!” Rawena replied. 

Pandemia squealed with laughter. “I knew it!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands. “I knew you would say that! Oh, you humans are so predictable! Yes, yes! Then so be it! Infect your lover’s men!” 

“But I can’t,” Rawena said. “Garux captured Ortaver. He took him to a place called Vobi—no, Boviasmum. And my tribe chased the Marcomanni out of our town.”

Pandemia scratched her ear. “You might see Ortaver yet, sister. In any case, some of his men are holed up in an abandoned village between your town and Boviasmum. It’s a beautiful place, darling, just a few huts around a white sandstone rock that looks like a large horn.” She giggled and said, “I’m sure you will like it there.” 

Rawena said nothing. Pandemia licked her split lip with her pink tongue, and Rawena looked away in disgust. The hiss of the waterfall made her yearn for the world outside. Her return would bring a catastrophe, but now that she knew that Pandemia wouldn’t abandon her dreadful game, Rawena was dying to leave the swamp. 

“Tell me where the village is,” she said. “I’ll go right away.” 

Pandemia giggled and said, “No need to go yet, sister. We will travel by tunnel, so you can stay here a few more days.” 

“No!” Rawena shook her head. “I can’t stay here another moment without going mad. Besides, I need time to observe the village, to see who is there, and to make a plan.” 

“But the magical tunnel will take us there in a moment, and you still have seven days!”

“I’m going now!” Rawena snapped. “I hate it here, don’t you understand? Hate, hate, hate! I want to leave!” 

A shadow of sadness passed over Pandemia’s face. “Very well, ungrateful sister,” she said with a sigh. 

“So where is the damned village?” 

“Just go south down the merchant road, and it’s the first settlement on the right,” Pandemia said. Her eyes grew hard as she added, “But don’t you dare betray me! Don’t you even think of escaping!” 

The sudden malevolence in her voice made Rawena recoil. 

“Swear you will infect them!” Pandemia snapped. 

“I s-swear.” 

Pandemia’s eyes softened as she smiled. “I enjoyed our time together, my dear sister. And I’ll feel lonely without you.” 

Pandemia gazed at her as if she expected Rawena to hug her goodbye. When Rawena didn’t move, Pandemia uttered a nervous giggle, scratched her belly, and outstretched her hands. “Farewell, darling. I’m sure we will meet again, sooner or later. And then again. And again.”

“No!” Rawena screeched. “I detest you! I hate you even more than I hate this filthy swamp! I don’t want to see you again in my life. Ever!” 

Pandemia lowered her head, and tears came to her beady eyes. Rawena took a deep breath and turned around. As she walked toward the waterfall, she expected Pandemia to shout at her to wait, but she didn’t. When she looked back, Pandemia had burrowed into her nest.

* * *
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ON THE FOLLOWING AFTERNOON, the smell of smoke alerted the footsore Rawena that she neared the village. A gray plume coiled from the top of a timbered hill on the right side of the merchant road. As she walked closer, she saw a palisade that encircled the hill like a wooden crown. 

So that was where some of Ortaver’s men regrouped to lick their wounds. As they had always mistrusted her, they would surely chase her away as soon as she walked in. She decided to observe their daily routine, and sneak in after dark to find a well or a storage pit to poison on the eclipse night. 

A peek through a fallen portion of the palisade showed her twelve wattle-and-daub houses standing around a sandstone rock. Curved and pointy, the rock truly resembled an enormous horn that pointed over the thatched roofs toward the merchant road. 

Rawena was about to turn back and hide in the woods behind the road when a man crashed out of a nearby thicket. He raised his spear and rushed toward her. Although he stopped when he recognized her, he didn’t lower the weapon. 

“What do you want in here?” he shouted. “Why are you sneaking around like a fox? I knew you were a Celtic spy!”

Rawena felt her heart leap into her throat. In a flash of inspiration, she screamed, “I am no spy, you fool! I’m here on the orders of my husband, Ortaver!” She prayed the sentry wouldn’t notice the terror in her voice. And that he didn’t know she was only Ortaver’s mistress. “Let me in, and I’ll tell you everything.” 

The sentry’s forehead creased in thought. He scowled and said, “You first.”  

The palms of her hands dampened with cold sweat as she walked uphill and stepped over the fallen palisade. She felt the sentry pointing the spear at her back. 

Nine or ten men sat under the rock around a bonfire. They got up, glaring at her like thunder spirits. Their clothes were torn and filthy, and bloodied rags covered their heads or limbs. One of them had a shock of red hair and a broken nose. To her dismay, Rawena recognized Garhat, Ortaver’s captain, who had always hated her. She also spotted Ortaver’s servant, a bald man with a gray beard that reached his navel. 

“Herund, come closer,” she called, as authoritatively as her constricted throat allowed her. While he had shown her little respect even when Ortaver had been around, she thought he would be more docile than the soldiers.

Herund frowned but stepped forward. 

“Ortaver is coming in a matter of days,” she said, hoping that nobody knew about his arrest. “He bid me to get everything ready for his arrival, so find us suitable accommodation.” 

Herund didn’t move. 

“Don’t you remember who I am?” Rawena snapped, fear creeping into her voice. “Do you want to incite your master’s wrath?” 

Herund stroked his beard, and the wrinkles on his forehead deepened. “I don’t want to be in trouble with the commander, noblewoman,” he said after a while. “Come, I will take you to the finest dwelling.” He pointed to a stone house that crowned the hill. 

“That’s more like it, Herund,” she said, eyeing the soldiers, who scowled even harder. 

Captain Garhat took Herund aside and spoke to him, and the other men huddled around them. Rawena tilted her head to listen to their conversation. They spoke too quietly for her to catch the words, but they seemed to argue. She bit her tongue and swallowed a drop of blood. Her fingers played with the hilt of the jailer’s dagger.  

When Garhat lifted his eyes and looked at her, she turned her head and pretended to scan the village. She noticed a cauldron hanging from a crossbar above the dead bonfire. Perhaps, she could drop blood into their food on the night of the eclipse. Unless they chased her away. Or beheaded her. 

At last, Garhat nodded, and Herund came back to her. “Don’t worry about the soldiers, noblewoman. They don’t want any trouble either. Please tell Ortaver that I’ve always been loyal to you. And follow me to your new home.” 

Herund turned around and headed for the hill’s summit. As she walked behind him, Rawena grasped the hilt of her dagger and turned around to see if anybody followed them. To her relief, the men sat back down and didn’t even glance her way. 

Herund opened the heavy oak door and ushered her into the house. A quick glance showed her a few straw mattresses on the floor, empty shelves on the stone walls, and the remains of a cooking fire. 

Wooden planks covered about half the floor, with a trapdoor in the center. Rawena guessed the trapdoor led to a subterranean chamber where the chieftains had kept their food . . . or captives. 

She stepped back when she realized this house might have served as a prison. Then she finally noticed a sliding bar on the outer side of the front door. 

Rawena turned around, but Herund moved quickly for an old man. He leaped backward and slammed the door shut in front of her nose. She rammed it with her shoulder, but the door hardly bulged, for he pressed against it from the outside. 

The bar slid through the brace with a groan. 

“Unbar the door, Herund!” she screeched, banging on the solid wood with both fists. “Do you hear? Open up!” 

She ran to the window. It was large and unglazed, but thick metal bars shattered her hopes of an escape. 

“Herund!” Rawena clenched the bars until her knuckles turned white. 

Her bowels writhed with fear. How could she infect the men’s food if they held her prisoner? Would they even let her live until the lunar eclipse? 

“Herund!” she screamed again. 

At last, he appeared by the window, along with the soldiers. They all sneered. 

“Did you call, noblewoman?” Herund asked, making the soldiers chuckle. 

“When Ortaver comes and sees me like this, he will skin you and burn you alive!” she snapped. “Release me!” 

“I wouldn’t worry about my old skin,” Herund said, grinning like a fiend. “We know that Ortaver isn’t coming.” 

“What are you talking about?” 

Captain Garhat came closer and shot her a sinister look. “I saw Garux knocking Ortaver down, you whore,” he said. “I’m sure he took him captive.” 

Rawena felt everything crumble through her fingers. “Liar!” she shrieked. She looked around at the men and screamed, “Don’t believe him!” 

The men laughed and stared at her as if she were a caged bear doing frolics. 

Blood ran down her forearm, and she realized she’d ripped her scabs. “What about Marobod, then?” she asked. “When he finds out how you treat his cousin’s wife, he will be mad as a ghoul. And he will find out.” 

Herund guffawed, showing his toothless mouth. “Even if he really found out, he wouldn’t give a pail of piss about you, you Celtic bitch.” 

Tears sprang into Rawena’s eyes. “Why are you doing this to me?” she sobbed. “Why? Why?” 

Garhat pointed at his filthy, wounded comrades and said, “The Celts reduced us to this, and we know you are one of them. You are the enemy, and we are destitute . . . so we are going to sell you. Such a pretty slut will fetch a good price on the slave market.” 

“No!” Rawena screeched, but the men left without giving her another look. 

She pressed her face against the bars and screamed, “Pandemia! Come help me, my sister! Come! Come!” 

Rawena called her name over and over. But Pandemia never came. 

* * *
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ORTAVER HAD BEEN TEMPTED to ask Catualda for asylum. As he didn’t want to push his luck, though, he left Boviasmum right after his liberation and spent a few days in the nearby woods, hiding from the Celts. Then he recalled seeing Rawena by the river, and he went back upstream to look for her. 

Since he had to find food along the way, it took him nearly a week to get there. At times he speared a trout or hand-caught a sturgeon in a ford. Once he managed to catch an injured rabbit, and a few times he found eggs in birds’ nests. Mostly he went hungry, though, sustaining himself on berries, nuts, and mushrooms. 

Ortaver inadvertently passed the place where he had found Rawena. To his horror, he suddenly spotted the cliff where Garux’s town stood. He turned back downstream but couldn’t find her anywhere. At the end of the second week, he fell asleep on a bed of dry leaves, thinking he should join Marobod in Rome.  

As morning came and the sun streamed horizontally through the trees, he woke up to something tugging on his tunic. He screamed and sat up, thinking the Celts had found him. But it was just a white rat with a tuft of golden fur on its head. 

The rat stood on its hind legs and chittered. He would have sworn it said, “We meet at last, Ortaver.” 

He rubbed his eyes, wondering whether he had truly woken up. He might have expected to have nightmares about Garux, not dreams about rats. 

The rat chittered again. “I assure you that you are not dreaming, my friend.” 

Ortaver frowned. Germanic mythology teemed with talking animals, but he had always taken it for grandmothers’ tales. On the other hand, since he was the high commander and the king’s cousin, it was logical that, if such creatures existed, they would visit him. 

The rat said, “I’m Pandemia. And I bet the name rings familiar in your ears.” 

Ortaver recalled Rawena screaming the name from her sleep almost every night. He would have never imagined it was the name of a talking rat. 

Pandemia giggled. “I’m much more than a talking rat!” she said, scratching her ear. 

Ortaver decided to speak, to see if he was awake. “Who are you, then? And how can you read my thoughts?” 

“I’m a queen and a goddess. A very pretty one, too! Seeing me in my human form is to die for!” She squealed with laughter. “And I can do much more than just read your thoughts, my friend.” 

“Oh yes? Like what?” 

She looked away, and sadness scurried over her eyes. Then she looked back at him and said, “I can, for instance, do something most humans find difficult or impossible: find forgiveness.” She sniffed and continued, “I can even forgive those who have hurt me very much, like Rawena. And I can tell you that your soldiers are holding her captive in a village by the merchant road. And that you should free her, for she’s scared to death.” 

* * *
[image: image]


ORTAVER REACHED THE hilltop palisade on the following day, three days into Rawena’s imprisonment, and three days before the lunar eclipse. He climbed over a pile of fallen stakes and saw a cluster of wattle-and-daub houses around a horn-shaped rock, just as Pandemia had predicted. 

About ten men sat around a dead bonfire. As he got closer, he recognized his servant Herund and one of his captains, Garhat. The others were nameless soldiers. If Pandemia was right, they were holding Rawena captive in that hilltop stone house. 

Ortaver walked toward the men, trying not to hobble on his sore feet. They noticed him and stood, scowling and fidgeting. Only Herund smiled and looked calm. 

“It’s good to see you, master,” Herund said, but his eyes shifted sideways. “We almost feared that you—”

“Where’s Rawena?” Ortaver snapped. 

Herund gasped. 

As a soldier, Ortaver knew he had to take advantage of his adversary’s shock. He pointed at the stone house. “She’s over there, isn’t she?” 

Herund looked scared. The soldiers exchanged nervous glances.

Ortaver guessed they were wondering how he knew. He said, “Don’t deny it! My spies told me everything!” 

They peered over his shoulder as if to see if the spies were coming, but some reached for their weapons. Ortaver stepped back, worried they might attack him. 

Herund recovered his composure. With a smile, he said, “Yes, master, Rawena is resting in the guesthouse, the best dwelling in the village!” He turned to the soldiers. “Am I right, comrades?” 

The soldiers glanced at each other and frowned. At last, Garhat murmured, “Yes, yes. In . . . the guesthouse.” 

Herund turned back to Ortaver. “As you can see, master, everything is in order. Now, let me take you there.” 

Ortaver followed Herund up the hill, feeling the men’s eyes piercing his back.

As they neared the stone house, Herund cringed and said, “Oh, look, some overly protective person has barred the door. We worry about the noblewoman’s wellbeing day and night, for the woods are surely teeming with treacherous Celts.” 

Ortaver clenched his fists, hissing as pain bit into his maimed fingers. “You can go now, Herund,” he growled through his teeth. “I’ll manage.” 

Herund bowed and returned to his comrades. 

Ortaver reached the house and unbarred the door. “Rawena?”

The door flew open, and Rawena jumped into his arms. “Ortaver, help me,” she sobbed. “They keep me here a prisoner. Do you hear? Prisoner! And they want to sell me into slavery!” 

“Shut up!” Ortaver hissed, pushing her inside. 

“Did you hear what I said?” Rawena’s gorgeous eyes widened with shock. “Aren’t you going to punish them?” 

“No,” he said as he slammed the door shut. 

“No?” 

“I’ve lost the war, my weapons, and my ability to fight,” he said, lifting his sword hand. “In fact, I’m quite helpless. We must feign you have been their guest, not a prisoner, for that is what they expect.” 

He paced along the wall and continued, “One day, I will regain their trust and respect, and then I’ll exact revenge. But for now, we must pretend everything is all right to avoid confrontation.” 

He stopped and turned to her. “Do you understand, Rawena?” 

She stared at him in silence. The scorn in her eyes hurt him worse than his mangled hand. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY
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After a few days in Catualda’s dungeon, Garux and Tarnis had become slaves. They had spent two weeks deepening the moat between the two concentric walls around Boviasmum. They also rested, ate, and slept there, along with twenty other captives, mostly fellow Celts. Garux spent the nights watching the stretch of sky between the walls. As the moon grew, so did his dread. 

The moon had been nearly round on the previous night, and tonight, it would reach its fullness. Druidess Agira had predicted the eclipse would come then, but he prayed she was wrong. A lunar eclipse, total or partial, only occurred about three times a year. It would be too cruel if the next one came so shortly after Arvasia shredded Rawena’s heart. 

The sun had long set, and many slaves had fallen into an exhausted sleep. The walls protected them from winds, but the night was cool, and they had piled the soft, freshly dug dirt over their bodies. They looked like corpses, which was especially disturbing tonight when the world could barrel toward death. 

Garux was sitting beside Tarnis, his back against the wall, his head tilted upwards. He scowled when black clouds obscured the eastern sky. 

Tarnis saw him and said, “I hope it won’t piss down, uncle chieftain.” 

Garux nodded, but he was more worried he wouldn’t see the moon. 

Tarnis shuddered with cold, and Garux wrapped his arm around his tiny shoulders. Tarnis put his head on Garux’s biceps with a thankful smile, and Garux piled some dirt over the boy’s feet. 

Garux loved Tarnis as if he really were his uncle. The boy’s cheer and devotion helped him plow through their misfortune. At first, remorse had eaten at Tarnis as he realized they had been locked up because of his attacking Ortaver. He brightened when Garux assured him he was forgiven, though, and now his only regret was that their group of slaves had no girls. Garux often wondered whether Tarnis had forgotten about the threat of plague. 

Tarnis stretched and said, “I hope to dream about Margi tonight, uncle chieftain. I can’t wait to escape and kiss her.” 

“I’m sure she can’t wait either, Tarnis,” Garux said, wishing he could share the boy’s optimism. He didn’t see any way they could flee, and he wondered whether Margi—or any other tribesperson—would live much longer. When he imagined Arvasia’s dimpled cheeks rotting under the touch of death, he fought back the urge to scream. 

“Margi will let me kiss her now that I’m a hero, won’t she?” Tarnis asked. “After all, I infuriated the king, attacked Ortaver, and became the best friend of a chieftain.” 

“I have no doubt she will, my little friend.” 

“I’m sure more girls would like to kiss me and marry me now. But I think I will settle for Margi. Do you think it’s a good idea, uncle chieftain?” 

“If it’s a good idea?” Garux repeated, his eyes and thoughts on the cloudy sky. “Sure, Tarnis.” 

“I bet that ugly Catualda doesn’t have any wives at all. If he had one or two, he wouldn’t be that mean.” 

A slave who lay nearby chuckled. Everyone had grown fond of Tarnis, who often amused them with his prattling. 

The night brightened. A round ghost of grayish light struggled through the thinning clouds. Garux watched the spot, praying to the good gods and spirits to see the pale, round face of a pure moon.

* * *
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RAWENA ALSO WATCHED the cloudy sky, through the barred window of the stone house. And just like Garux, she hoped the full moon wouldn’t bring an eclipse. She had spent six days in the village of the horn-shaped rock, first as a prisoner, then as the commander’s consort. Both felt similar. 

Herund and the soldiers glared at her whenever they saw her, and some even spat—and all that in front of Ortaver, who pretended to not notice as he still hoped to regain their respect. 

She turned her head to the mattress to scowl at Ortaver’s sleeping outline. What a vain, foolish man! His men despised him as much as they despised her. But that didn’t make her feel less horrible about what she was going to do to them. 

When she turned back to the window, Rawena felt sickness roam her stomach. Was it anxiety? Or her blood turning pestilential? 

The wind blew hard, and the clouds began to scatter. She pressed her face against the bars and held her breath. She scratched an itchy spot on her shoulder. Her wrist itched, too, and then her knee: the village brimmed with fleas. 

As the clouds departed, a few stars shimmered to life. 

“No!” she groaned when the moon also struggled out. 

The Earth’s shadow had painted its left side, like a black veil covering a swollen cheek. 

She clenched the bars and bit her tongue so as not to screech. Her blood had the bitter, putrid tang of pus. Her mouth felt as if all her teeth decayed. 

The umbral shadow crept forward. The moon was turning red. 

Rawena looked at Ortaver. He had been the only lover she’d ever had, the only man who had ever shown her affection, and she didn’t have the heart to infect him. He might die in any case, unless she convinced him to leave tonight. But she could not make herself convert him into her first victim. 

She had another option, though. Every day, the soldiers made broth from vegetables they picked in an overgrown garden, and from rotting wheat they had found in a storage pit. They always left the remnants in the cauldron, which hung from a crossbar above the bonfire. She would sneak there and spit her blood into the cauldron. Even if the cauldron were empty, they would still get infected: they never rinsed it before refilling it. 

Rawena tiptoed to the door and pushed it open. She froze when Ortaver stirred, but he turned onto his other side and began to snore. She stuck her head out. 

The eerie moonlight painted the trees and houses crimson. The village was quiet, apart from the crickets chirping near the garden and the wind whispering in a grove of oaks. 

She doubted the soldiers would keep guard tonight. This morning, they had found dozens of ceramic jugs full of mead near the bottom of the storage pit. She had heard them shout and laugh throughout the day. While they had sung as the sun descended, they had been quiet for a while. No rushlights burned behind their windows, and she hoped they were fast asleep. 

The strange moonlight followed her through the village. A gust of wind ruffled the high grass and rushes. It swept over the embers to guide her toward the dead bonfire. She saw the black outline of the cauldron—and two men sitting nearby. 

Rawena crouched in the grass like a startled rabbit. The men sat still, their heads slumped. She calmed and crept forward, hoping the mead had put them to sleep so she could complete her mission. The cauldron was only fifty steps away. 

One man stirred, and she lay flat in the grass. She was glad the Earth’s shadow had advanced to leave only an angry red crescent, and that the village had plunged into deeper night. 

“Damned fleas!” the man slurred, and she recognized Herund. She was close enough to hear him scratch his head. 

The other man stretched and yawned. “Look at the damned moon,” he murmured. “It looks as if evil spirits smeared it with blood. Oh, my head hurts! Do we have any more mead to cure me?” 

“Leave some for the others, Garhat, unless you want them to spear you,” Herund growled. “You may be a captain, but the men no longer give a crap about ranks.” 

Garhat murmured and spat. Then he said, “What are we going to do, Herund?” 

“Huh?” 

“I said, what are we going to do?” His voice drowned in alcoholic self-pity. “The mead will soon run out, and so will the wheat. I’m sick of the fucking broth, anyway. And I’m sick of Ortaver and the uncertain future. We are in shit, man.” 

Herund didn’t reply, and Rawena hoped they would fall asleep. Then he said, “My grandma always said bad things happen during a lunar eclipse.” 

“That’s what all old folk say. What about it?” 

“The elders are wise,” Herund said mysteriously. He leaned to Garhat, and his voice grew earnest as he added, “You see, if we don’t want bad things to happen to us, we should make bad things happen to others, to keep bad luck at bay.” 

“What are you talking about, you old fool?” 

Herund chuckled. “I’m no fool, Garhat. You said you were sick of Ortaver. And that we were destitute.”

“So?” 

“So why don’t we kill Ortaver and go on with our original plan, to sell that Celtic whore into slavery?” 

Rawena’s breath froze in her throat. A thin cloud veiled the moon, and the night dimmed. A light breeze stirred the grass around her, and she hoped it wouldn’t draw the men’s attention to her presence. 

Garhat coughed and spat. “But I wanted to kill Ortaver as soon as he stuck his ugly nose here. And you were against it.” 

“That’s because that old snake kept talking about spies,” Herund said patiently, as if he were talking to a dumb child. “I thought more soldiers were coming. Can you imagine the trouble if they found out we had murdered the high commander? But now it’s clear he made the spies up.” 

“Why don’t we do it, then?” Garhat asked, scrambling to his feet. 

Rawena trembled with fear. She wanted to turn around and flee, but the terror of being heard pinned her to the ground. Her hand slithered toward her dagger. 

“We should do it, right?” Garhat asked when Herund didn’t get up.

“You should.” 

“Yes, let’s do it now!” Garhat’s voice filled with a drunken thrill. “We’ll get in there, pierce Ortaver like a maggot, and lock his whore up again.” 

“You’ve made a good plan, Captain Garhat. Why don’t you go fetch the others in case Ortaver and his whore fight back and try to escape?” 

“Right!”

Garhat turned around and stumbled toward the nearest dwelling. Herund chuckled and took a long swing from a jug. Rawena crawled back toward the stone house. 

* * *
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THE SHADOW STRETCHED over the moon and plunged the night into blackness. The moon vanished for a few moments. Then it grew gory red. 

Arvasia rode up the merchant road, her soul in agony whenever she lifted her eyes to the sky. Although she had ridden three days west along the Danube, she hadn’t found another bridge to the Roman Empire. When she had turned back, she’d hoped to get home before the eclipse. But she was still half a day’s ride away. 

Exhaustion made her horse keep his head down and snort. He often stomped as he hobbled through the black shadows of overhanging boughs. She urged him on through the dreadfully red forest, as keeping her eyes and mind on the road kept her from going mad with worry. Even so, she couldn’t help thinking about the plague. 

Arvasia wrinkled her nose at the smell of smoke. She looked around. Weak light hovered above a hill on her left, as if the forest was ablaze. It looked more like a bonfire, though, which was strange as most of the settlements along the road had been long empty.

The Isera River flowed along the merchant road, sometimes only a short ride away. Could it be that Rawena had never left Bohemia? Could she have made it out of the river and found refuge on that hill? Desperate, Arvasia was prepared to believe anything. Perhaps it wasn’t too late to prevent the catastrophe. 

She steered toward the hill and reached a small clearing. There she tied her horse to a pine tree, which had been charred by a bolt of lightning. The moon was still red as a setting sun. 

As she walked closer, Arvasia made out the outline of a palisade. A yellowish halo arched above the stakes. Volleys of sparks flew up on the wings of gusts. 

She found a place where a few stakes had collapsed. Through the gap, she saw a cluster of houses standing around a horn-shaped rock. A group of men sat by a blazing fire; the wind brought their drunken shouts. She only caught snippets of their conversation, but the accent and intonation made her recognize the Marcomanni. It had to be the soldiers who had escaped from her town during the revolt.

An ember of hope flared in the gloom of her soul. Could they know something about Rawena? Since she couldn’t go and ask them, she decided to sneak in and see what she could learn. 

Arvasia circled the village. Another portion of fallen palisade revealed a grove of oaks: a perfect place to enter. Shadows swallowed the red moonlight as she skulked through the grove. The trees were thick and tall. The Celts worshipped oaks, and Arvasia guessed this had been the ritual place of the local druids. Then a disgusting stench slammed into her nose and made her realize the Marcomanni had desecrated the place by using it for their daily needs. 

Someone coughed and spat near the other end of the grove. Peering through a gap between two trees, she watched a silhouette totter away from the bonfire and head toward her. Although she feared he had spotted her, he halted by the first tree in the grove, some twenty steps away. A stream of urine splashed against the tree trunk. 

Arvasia drew her dagger and crept forward, but he turned around and left before she could pounce on him and question him. She hid behind a tree and waited. A little later, another black figure staggered toward her. The man halted by the same tree as the first one and lifted his tunic. He took much longer to finish, and she guessed he was old. 

That was her chance. 

She crept closer and, just as he turned around, she lunged at him, clasped her hand over his mouth, and pressed the dagger against his throat. 

“Stand still or I’ll butcher you,” she hissed in Marcomannic. “Do you understand?” 

He moaned and nodded. His sweat and saliva moistened her palm; his beard prickled her skin. He was so startled she was glad his bladder was empty. 

Arvasia frisked him and found no weapon. 

“Come!” She led him backward through the grove. 

The dreadful moonlight reclaimed the night as they reached the grove’s outer edge, and she recognized Ortaver’s servant. She took him to the gap in the palisade so, even if he raised the alarm, she would have enough time to flee before his friends got there.  

“Don’t shout or I’ll cut your throat,” she warned him, unclasping his mouth. 

“Please don’t hurt me,” Herund said, filling her nose with the sickly sweet smell of mead. 

“Where is my sister, you dog?” Arvasia asked. She expected he hadn’t seen her since the revolt, but she had to try. “Where is Rawena?”

To her surprise, he said, “Rawena is your . . .? Oooh, I didn’t want to harm her, I swear! It was the others who—”

“Harm her?” Arvasia’s heart fluttered. “What are you talking about? Where is she?” 

“Please don’t kill me, oh, noblewoman,” Herund begged. “She escaped.” 

“Escaped? From where? Where is—” She forced herself to stop and take a deep breath. “I won’t hurt you, but you have to tell me everything. She was here, then?” 

“Yes, noblewoman. She spent a few days in the stone house on the hill, along with Ortaver.” 

Arvasia wanted to scream. She couldn’t believe that, while she had been trying to reach Rome, Rawena had been so near their town. 

“Then what happened?” she asked. 

“It was earlier tonight. We—I mean they, the other men—decided to kill Ortaver and sell your sister into slavery. I wanted to stop them, noblewoman, but they wouldn’t listen! What could I do, an old man against ten soldiers?” 

Arvasia guessed he was lying about his involvement in the affair, but she let it pass. “Continue, dog.” 

“Of course, noblewoman. You see, the men went to the house. Fortunately, when they entered, Rawena and Ortaver were gone. They must have found out about the conspiracy—the filthy conspiracy, if you don’t mind me saying so, noblewoman—and they escaped. They must have sneaked out through this very gap in the palisade.” He gulped and added, “Praised be the gods.” 

Arvasia assumed he hadn’t lied about their escape. She cursed her bad luck; had she come a little earlier, she would have found Rawena in the village. 

The red moon dimmed, and shadows thickened around them. She feared the eclipse would soon be over. 

“And you never looked for them?” she asked. 

“Yes, we—I mean, they—went to the woods and—”

Arvasia pressed the blade against his neck until he hissed with pain. “Was it they or we?” 

“I accompanied them, noblewoman, but only to warn Ortaver and Rawena.” 

“Lying might cost you your tongue,” she ground through her teeth. “So be careful.” 

“Yes, yes, of course! In any case, we failed, for they disappeared in the woods. I was among the first to return, and we made a big bonfire for the other men to find their way back. When everyone returned, they started drinking to wash away their failure. And I drank to celebrate Rawena’s and Ortaver’s escape.” 

“I detest liars,” Arvasia hissed, pressing on the blade and making Herund tremble. “But I still might let you live if you tell me the truth now. Agreed?” 

“Y-yes.” 

“Did you see Rawena do anything strange with her blood tonight? Did she try to drip some into someone’s drink, for instance?” 

“What? No! I didn’t see her at all, I swear. I didn’t see her.” 

“Did the other men tell you about anything strange they saw?” 

“Nobody saw her, noblewoman. She spent the whole day and night in the house. Right until her fortunate escape.” 

Arvasia realized that Rawena could have only infected Ortaver. Had she done it yet? 

The Earth’s shadow receded, revealing a small crescent. She guessed Rawena had until the end of the eclipse to infect him. If Arvasia found them before the shadow disappeared from the face of the moon, she still could prevent the plague. 

She thought of telling Herund about the danger. But the eclipse would probably end before he understood and decided to help her. 

“Do you have any idea where they might head?” she asked. 

“None, noblewoman. If we did, we would go after them. I mean, the soldiers would.” 

A man shouted from the other side of the grove. “Hey, Herund! Did you fall asleep while taking a shit, you filthy old dog?” 

Arvasia covered Herund’s mouth. “If you tell your friends I’ve been here, I’ll sneak back and finish you off,” she hissed. “Do you understand?” 

The man called again, “Hey, old crapper? Did you find some more mead, or what?” 

“Do you understand?” she repeated. 

“I’ll be silent like a grave, noblewoman!” 

Arvasia let him go and dashed for the woods to try to succeed where eleven men had failed. 

* * *
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WHEN RAWENA HAD WOKEN Ortaver in the stone house and told him about the conspiracy, he had believed her right away. He had lost trust in his men. And when he saw the eerie red light of the moon creeping through the window, he realized it was the night of an eclipse, when anything could happen.

They had slipped out and run through the woods. When they seemed to have gone far enough from the village, they settled down behind a large boulder to wait for dawn and think what to do next. 

The thinking had put Ortaver to sleep, and he stirred and screamed when he felt a hand touch his head. He opened his eyes and relaxed. It was only Rawena. 

The moon still looked as if a giant cosmic mouth had bitten off its right side. It had recovered its normal, silvery hue, though, and illuminated the trees and bushes around them. The boulder’s black shadow stretched at their feet. 

Rawena was kneeling beside him. Her eyes brimmed with misery. 

“What is it?” he asked, sitting up. 

“My lover.” She slurred as if she’d also partaken of some of the mead. The tears that ran down her cheeks glistened like pearls in the strong moonlight. 

“What’s wrong, Rawena? Have you heard something? Is someone coming?”  

She hardly opened her mouth as she said, “No, but I’m so afraid. Kiss me to soothe me, my lover.” She pursed her lips. 

Ortaver thought it strange, as they seldom kissed. At first, he wanted to tell her to leave him alone and let him sleep. 

Then he leaned forward and pressed his mouth against hers. 

She parted his lips with her tongue and squirted something in his mouth. He thought it was saliva—until he noticed a strange, metallic tang. It smelled as if pieces of meat rotted among her teeth. 

Ortaver pushed her away, and Rawena opened her mouth and sobbed. A drop of blood ran down her chin. 

“What’s going on?” he asked, frowning. “Have you been biting your tongue again?” 

She nodded and burst into tears. 

Ortaver ran his tongue around his mouth and spat the blood. He felt as if his gums were going numb. “You’re such a crazy bitch, Rawena,” he snapped. “Sometimes I really hate you!” 

She buried her face in her hands. 

Ortaver lay down and closed his eyes. As he drifted toward sleep, he heard her sob and moan. Although he thought of apologizing, he was too drowsy to sit up and speak. 

After all, there was always tomorrow. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE




[image: image]


Rawena stayed awake through the night, watching her sleeping lover and the full, descending moon. Her tears had dried out; numbness conquered her mind and body. 

As slanted sunrays rushed through the woods and birds began to chirp, Ortaver woke up with a moan. “My damned head,” he groaned, clenching his temples. “It’s killing me!” 

Sweat poured down his bloated face, and his eyes shone as if the blood moon still reflected in his irises. 

Rawena guessed they were the first symptoms of the plague. Nevertheless, she managed to say, “I’m sure it’s because of the fright we had last night. Soon you’ll feel better.” 

Ortaver squinted. “The goddamned sun. It blinds me. And the birds . . . So loud!” 

“Why don’t you go back to sleep? I’ll stay by your side and make sure nobody sneaks up on us.” 

As he closed his eyes, Rawena recalled the time when she had healed Garux with her tears. She had been a savior. Now she had brought death. She hoped the plague would die along with Ortaver and never leave the woods.

The sun made an arch over the boulder. It poured its rays on Ortaver’s face and reflected off a golden armband on his biceps. Fleas hopped around his beard and tunic, but he slept on. 

Rawena thought of getting a stick and trying to dig him a grave to make the plague suffocate under the ground. She had promised not to leave his side, though, and if she started digging near him, he could wake up and realize what she was doing. She decided to watch over him until the end and make the grave afterward. 

The sun touched the western treetops, and she was falling asleep. Then a twig snapped nearby.

Rawena sprang to her feet. She guessed it was Ortaver’s men stalking the woods. To her horror, Ortaver began to snore.

She crept about fifty paces away from him. After a short mental struggle, she screamed to attract their attention. Although she wanted to run away, she forced herself to stay and make sure they wouldn’t find Ortaver and catch the plague. They would sell her into slavery if they caught her, but she was willing to make that sacrifice.

She screamed again. 

A figure appeared among the trees. Slim and shapely, it belonged to a woman. Rawena spotted a mane of black hair—and she recognized her sister. 

Arvasia saw her and froze. Then she dashed toward her, shouting, “Rawena! Wait!” 

Rawena ran away from Ortaver and deeper into the woods. 

* * *
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WHEN ORTAVER WOKE UP, the moon was rising above the trees, embroidering the woods with silver threads. The weak light hurt his eyes as if he’d become a ghoul. The chirping of crickets drilled into his brain. Agony clenched his head. 

“Rawena,” he wheezed, his mouth parched like sawdust.

Only the crickets answered. A wolf howled somewhere on a hill, and others joined in an eerie chorus. 

Ortaver moaned as he sat up. He looked around and saw nothing but the boulder and the trees. 

“Rawena? Rawena!” 

The forest blurred in front of his eyes, and nausea rose into his throat. The effort of sitting drained his energy and made him lay back down. Although his hands were ice cold, his forehead felt on fire, and fever drenched his tunic. 

He felt as if something crawled on his face. When he touched it and realized that raw pustules covered his skin, his heartbeat quickened with alarm. The world spun round and round, and Ortaver closed his eyes. Soon he plunged into a deep sleep. 

When he woke up, the moon stood directly above his head and scorched his sensitive pupils. The woods were deathly quiet as if the wolves and crickets had died or vanished. And Pandemia sat on his chest.  

“So we meet again, my friend,” the white rat chirped. 

She scurried off his chest, shuddered, and turned into a hare-lipped woman. 

“Now you can see how pretty I am.” She ran her hand through her golden hair and squealed with embarrassed laughter. 

Ortaver thought his fever and agony was making him hallucinate. Although he wanted to touch her to make sure it was just a vision, he had grown too weak to lift his hand. 

She bent over him, and a putrid stench came from her mouth, reminding him of Rawena’s bloody kiss. 

Pandemia squinted at his beard, and her beady eyes opened wide with excitement. “Fleas!” she exclaimed, clapping her hands. “The fleas have found you! I bet now that your whole body hurts, you don’t even notice them. But they still bite, and bite, and bite. Don’t they, my friend?”  

Pandemia touched his beard, and a few dark spots hopped onto her white hand. She brought her hand close to her eyes and said, “Fleas, fleas, my tiny helpers. You’ve always aided me in spreading the plague. You were in the fur of the first people, and in the thick hair and beards of the broad-nosed species I wiped out later. And now you will help me destroy the modern man.” She looked at Ortaver, snickered, and said, “But it was your lover who made the first step toward the doom.” 

While he didn’t know what she meant, he realized that Rawena’s putrid blood may have caused his illness. Who was his mysterious lover, that mercurial woman who claimed to be Marcomannic? And where had she gone?

Pandemia brushed the fleas off her hand and onto Ortaver’s tunic. “Rawena is running away from her human sister,” she said, lifting her head and sniffing. “You’ll never see her again, my friend, and it would be sad for you to die alone in the woods. Tell you what! I’ll take you back to the village of the horn-shaped rock so you can see your friends.” She squealed with laughter. 

Fear of his men poured into the morass of Ortaver’s suffering. He lifted his head, turned it sideways, and vomited on his shoulder. His horror grew when he saw blood in the splatter. 

“Very good, Ortaver! You’ve stained your tunic. You know what? Let’s leave it here as a present for the one who will come.” 

Pandemia yanked up the hem of his tunic to reveal his loincloth. He had no strength to struggle, and she pulled the garment over his head. Looking around, she giggled, leaped toward the nearest tree, climbed up, and hung the tunic from a high bough. 

“There!” she said as she climbed down. “I’m sure she’ll spot it. And my tiny helpers will greet her when she comes near.” 

The beige tunic fluttered in the breeze like a banner. A reddish stream ran from the stain on the shoulder and glistened in the moonlight. 

Pandemia bent over Ortaver. “Now, are you ready to go?” 

He moaned and tried to shake his head. 

She giggled. “Don’t worry, my friend, your soldiers are fast asleep. And in the morning, you will be too far gone to care what they do with you.” 

“No!” he groaned. 

“Come on, now, high commander. You shouldn’t die without saying goodbye.” 

Pandemia lifted him as if he were a straw effigy and hefted him over her shoulder. She was so short that his fingers and toes dragged over the ground, but she carried him through the woods as if nothing burdened her. 

Halfway toward the village, Ortaver passed out. 

* * *
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HE WOKE UP TO A MAN’S shouting. When he opened his eyes, distorted faces swam above him. Since he couldn’t lift his head, Ortaver made his eyes glide around. 

The horn-shaped rock loomed near. The day was breaking, and the light brought agony to his pupils. Pandemia was gone. And the men who had wanted to murder him stood around him. 

“How did he get here?” one of them asked. When Ortaver squinted, he recognized his captain, Garhat. 

“I don’t know. He was lying here when I came.” 

“Look, he shitted his loincloth,” another man said with a chuckle. “But what happened to his tunic? Did you take it?” 

“What the ghouls would I do with his tunic, Herund?” 

Fever roasted Ortaver’s body, and yet he trembled all over. His muscles screamed in torment, but his headache was gone. Black clouds of blindness strolled across his field of vision. His head spun. 

“Should we at least take him to his house?” another soldier asked in a cracking adolescent voice. 

The others laughed. 

“Look at all the pustules,” said Garhat. “What if we catch something? Do you remember that time when half the army went down with measles?” 

“That’s true,” an old soldier replied. “And did you see the lumps on his neck? It’s as if an evil spirit planted two pebbles under his skin!”

“Let’s get out of this stupid village,” Garhat said. “The mead has run out, and the wheat and vegetables are almost gone, too. All we’ve got left are the damned fleas. Let’s go south. If we are lucky, we will find Ortaver’s whore along the way.” 

The others murmured in agreement and turned to leave, but Herund stayed behind. He kneeled and reached for the golden armband that clasped Ortaver’s biceps. 

“I’m taking this for years of loyal service, master,” Herund said with a grin. 

Remembering what Pandemia had told him about destroying humanity, Ortaver tried to say, Don’t touch me! 

Nothing but a gurgling moan came out of his mouth. 

As Herund snatched the armband, Ortaver took a deep breath to warn him again—and he coughed. Horror possessed his dying heart as droplets of his blood landed on Herund’s face. 

A shade of fear crawled over Herund’s eyes. Then he shrugged, wiped the blood with his forearm, and stuck the armband under the collar of his tunic. He got up and walked away without a word. 

Ortaver closed his eyes and waited for death. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
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The sun climbed above the trees when Rawena dared return to the woods near the village. She had shaken Arvasia off last night, but her nerves still quivered from the chase. She skulked forward, her eyes darting around for signs of her sister. 

As she neared the place where she had left Ortaver, Rawena hoped his soul had already found peace in the Otherworld. Ortaver must have realized his illness was connected to her bloody kiss. He had likely used his last breath to curse her. 

She reached the boulder, bracing herself to see his corpse, but Ortaver was gone. When she lifted her eyes and looked around, she spotted his bloody tunic hanging from the tree. 

The woods grew deathly still while she stepped toward it. As she gawked at the bloodied stain on the shoulder, something scurried beside her. She turned to see Pandemia in her rodent form. 

“Good to see you again, darling,” Pandemia chittered, climbing the tree. She sat on the bough, sniffed the tunic, looked at Rawena, and squealed with laughter. 

“What happened?” Rawena asked. “Where is Ortaver?” 

Still giggling, Pandemia said, “I took him back to the village so he could say goodbye to his men.” 

Rawena screamed when she realized the implications. She had hoped she could bury Ortaver in the woods and make the plague die in his grave. But the evil rat had slashed that hope. 

“Oh, you ghoul!” she screeched. “You evil, evil ghoul!” 

A shade of sadness passed over Pandemia’s eyes. She shuddered, turned into a woman, jumped off the tree, and stood in front of Rawena. 

“I’m not evil, ungrateful sister,” she said. “I don’t belong to a species whose actions might destroy this world and kill and poison all that’s alive. I’ve unleashed this catastrophe to prevent a much bigger one. I could have wiped out the humans right away, darling, but the idea made you miserable, remember? That’s why I decided to do it gradually.” 

Rawena said nothing. In the silence of the woods, she heard herself growl in her throat. 

Pandemia sniffled and tilted her head. “Don’t look at me like that, Rawena. We are immortal sisters, and sisters should forgive one another.”

That made Rawena wonder whether her real sister would ever forgive her—if she survived.

Pandemia sniggered. 

“What are you giggling at?” Rawena snapped. She knew the rat-woman had read her thoughts again, but what had she found so amusing? The notion that Arvasia would forgive her? Or that she would survive? 

“What is it?” Rawena demanded “What?” 

Pandemia looked away. 

Rawena ripped the scabs off her forearm and screeched, “I hate you!” 

Pandemia shook her head and sighed. “You have told me that many, many times, churlish creature. But why? Why do you hate me, and why do humans hate, in general? Hatred often seems to be the strongest human feeling, doesn’t it?” 

Rawena didn’t reply. A large elm leaf floated and glided around them, the only thing to move in the woods, apart from the flapping tunic. As the leaf disappeared, Rawena thought how nice it would be to float off, alight on the soft ground, and wither away. 

Pandemia scratched her ear. “I don’t hate people, for example. I just think they should disappear for the sake of other creatures. Gods and animals cannot truly hate, darling. That’s why we will survive—while your species won’t.” 

Pandemia outstretched her arm and tried to take Rawena’s hand. Rawena stepped back and shuddered with disgust.

Another sigh escaped Pandemia’s lips. “Sister . . . The soldiers are gone, so you can go to the village and bury your lover. But Arvasia is near! The world will become dangerous, and everyone will hunt you like bloodhounds. Why don’t you come to my swamp, darling? There you can wait in safety until things calm down.” 

“I’d rather burn alive on a pyre!” Rawena turned around and ran toward the village. 

She left the woods without ever looking back. Tears gushed out of her eyes as she crossed the merchant road and stumbled up the hill. 

The only lover of her life lay dead under the horn-shaped sandstone rock. Rawena kneeled by his side, groaning at the sight of the pustules on his white skin. The soldiers had probably thought it was measles and fled from the disease—and yet, the disease might soon catch up with them. Her immortal tears dripped onto Ortaver’s marked face. But they didn’t heal him as they had healed Garux. 

“You’re truly dead, my lover,” she sobbed. “And more will follow soon. I’m so sorry.” She grabbed his shoulders and rattled his lifeless frame. “I’m so, so sorry!” 

Rawena resembled a lost soul as she got up and roamed the village in search of a pickax and a spade. She wished she could tell someone that, in a way, she was innocent, for she had never had another choice. Would Garux ever understand and forgive her, perhaps in a hundred years, perhaps in a thousand? 

As she found the tools and began to dig a grave under the sandstone rock, Rawena swore that one day, she would defy Pandemia and redeem herself in the eyes of humanity. 

* * *
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A LITTLE LATER THAT day, Arvasia neared the village. She had lost Rawena’s trail last night and had to wait for the dawn to find her bearings and head back. This was the second day after the eclipse. And although the woods looked as alive as usual, the human world could be plunging into a deadly morass.

She found the clearing and the charred pine tree where she had tied the horse. She longed to gallop home and alert her tribe. 

But the horse was gone.  

“Damn!” she cursed, looking around, wondering whether the beast had gotten spooked last night and hid in the woods. 

Arvasia rushed back among the trees. Despair crept into her voice as she called the horse. While she had hoped to reach her town tonight, it would take her two days on foot. 

The sun rose and shone straight above her, and she still couldn’t find the horse. But she stumbled across the place where she had seen Rawena. 

A movement among the trees caught her attention. Something hung from a branch, and when she walked closer, she realized it was a tunic. The hem flapped in the breeze at her eye level. Beige and sleeveless, it was a typical Marcomannic tunic, and she guessed whose it was. 

“Oh, no!” she groaned as she looked up and noticed the bloody vomit. 

It seemed that Ortaver had really got the plague. Rawena had infected her lover and brought doom on humanity. 

Arvasia felt sick when she realized that last night, instead of chasing Rawena, she should have looked for Ortaver. She had run after Rawena compulsively, for she had been trying to hunt her down for weeks—but it hadn’t been Rawena but Ortaver who posed a threat. 

So where was he? What had happened? Had he changed clothes after he had vomited? But why would he hang the soiled tunic so high on the tree? Was it a signal? A warning? A trap? 

As she stood there, pondering and wondering, something bit her cheek. At first, she thought it was a wasp or a horsefly, but then she got bitten behind her ear, and as she didn’t hear any buzzing, she realized it was a flea. When she looked closer, she saw tiny dots hopping on the tunic. 

Another bite jolted her from her reverie. She combed the woods but saw no signs of her horse or Ortaver. As the sun began to descend, she gave up. 

When she returned to the clearing, Arvasia noticed something she must have missed earlier: a cut in the tree’s charred bark, at the level of her chest where she had tied the horse. Somebody must have stolen her horse, and instead of untying the knot, they had cut the rope. She guessed it was Ortaver’s men. 

A wave of despair flushed over her, and she wanted to sit under the tree and cry. It took all her strength to set for the village to see if she could recover her horse. As she walked there, she scratched her lower back. Then the back of her thigh. 

She skulked forward but saw nobody beyond the fallen palisade. Not a wisp of smoke rose from the fire pit. No sounds came from the huts. Arvasia crept closer. 

* * *
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RAWENA BROKE THE SPADE against the hard ground, but as the grave was already waist-deep, she pushed Ortaver in. He landed face down, almost as if his spirit knew what she had done and turned his back on her. Since she couldn’t make herself jump in there and turn him over, she kneeled by the grave and pushed the dirt inside to cover him. Then something told her to look up. 

Rawena peered at the trees beyond the broken palisade and noticed a flash of colors among them. She lay in the high grass behind the grave and watched. Her hand trembled as she touched the scabbard at her belt to make sure her dagger was still there. 

The smudge of colors streaked farther to the right as the uninvited guest circled the village toward the other stretch of broken palisade. Rawena bit her tongue when she recognized Arvasia’s underdress. 

“Not you again,” she slurred through the blood that trickled over her lower teeth.  

Rawena thought of hiding or running away. But she knew that if she did, she would have to hide and run forever, for Arvasia would never leave her alone. Guessing that Arvasia was going to enter the village through the grove of oaks, she grabbed the spade’s handle and crept forward to attack her. 

As she skulked through the grass, Rawena wondered how Arvasia could have got so near her again. She had to prevent her from pursuing her anew. 

Rawena hid in the undergrowth on the grove’s fringe and listened, but she heard nothing over the birds’ chirping in the tree crowns. Arvasia’s clothes flashed on the other side of the grove. 

Rawena crept around the grove’s bushy fringes to get behind Arvasia. She raised the handle as if it were a sword and entered the grove. She tiptoed and hid among trees, listened, then advanced some more until she got a few paces away from her. Then she charged. 

Arvasia must have heard her, and she started to turn around. Rawena was going to slam the handle into her head to knock her out, but at the last moment, she lowered her hand and hit the back of Arvasia’s knees. As Arvasia screamed and fell to all fours, Rawena lunged at her and pinned her face to the ground. She drew her dagger. 

“You should have never come after me, little sister,” Rawena hissed as she held the blade against the side of Arvasia’s neck. “And you should have never entered this doomed village. Now, what am I going to do with you?”

* * *
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IT REALLY WAS HERUND and the other Marcomanni who had stolen Arvasia’s horse, but as they killed it for meat, they had to walk. Apathy and uncertainty sniffed at their heels as they wandered south down the merchant road. Now that they were sober, reality pummeled them like a volley of hailstones. 

They reached a grassy trail that forked from the road and led them to a fenced glade. While the split-rail fence made the place look like a paddock, they assumed it was a temporary shelter for merchants or nomadic tribes. Heaps of horse dung littered the trampled grass, and a charred fire pit yawned from the center of the glade, indicating that travelers still occasionally camped there. 

The Marcomanni hid in the bushes along the trail and waited. They hoped to rob a big group after they had settled down to sleep, or massacre or capture a small one. If they were especially lucky, Rawena would stumble down the path. 

They waited for the rest of the day and night. Only headaches and nausea came their way. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
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Rawena had locked Arvasia up in the stone house. Arvasia spent the night calling her through the barred window, but Rawena seemed to have vanished. 

As the sun rose, thirst grated Arvasia’s throat, and she opened the trapdoor and descended a rickety ladder into the subterranean chamber in search of something to drink. Cold, earthly smell entered her nostrils and made her think of graves; mice scurried at her feet in the blackness. She found nothing apart from pieces of broken pottery. 

She went back up, closed the trapdoor, and returned to the window to call Rawena again. Only sparrows called back from nearby trees. Arvasia doubted her older sister would let her die of thirst. But how long would she keep her captive? 

As she sat under the window and tried to guess what Rawena would do, a wave of nausea swept through her stomach. Arvasia sprang up, rushed to a corner, and vomited. She stared at the puddle at her feet as if it were a nest of hornets. Although she saw no blood, claws of terror clenched her heart. 

She sat on a mattress and waited for her stomach to settle, but it kept churning and rolling. She hoped it was because she hadn’t had a proper meal in days. Hunger gave cramps, though, not sickness. 

“Oh no,” she moaned. “Oh, please, no.” 

Druidess Agira had once said diseases were spread by rats. But now, as the flea bit her hip, Arvasia realized it might not be entirely true. Rats were always full of fleas, so what if it was the fleas that spread the plague? If the flea had bitten Ortaver and sucked his infected blood, wouldn’t it infect her when it bit her? 

Hysterical laughter rushed through her lips. She had survived two battles against the Marcomannic army and four years of Marcomannic invasion. She alone had reached the border of the Roman Empire and returned without a scratch. And now she would be murdered by a flea?  

Arvasia got up and staggered to the window for fresh air. She spent the rest of the day with her forehead pressed against the iron bars and with her eyes closed, waiting for the sickness to pass. At times, the smell of flowers and pine trees, and the breeze that caressed her face made her forget that the last four years had ever happened. Then another wave of nausea made her open her eyes to the bars and the reality. 

As the sun descended, her heart began to race so fast she feared it would shatter. The world beyond the window swayed, and the trees spun in a ghoulish dance. 

The flea stopped biting. It must have jumped off or fallen asleep. Or succumbed to the plague.  

Arvasia called Rawena again, this time because she didn’t want to die alone. And again, Rawena didn’t come. 

* * *
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HERUND AND HIS MEN also felt worse and worse. While they blamed it on the horsemeat, which had turned rancid in the warm, humid air, the memory of Ortaver’s pustules filled their hearts with doubt and terror. Cold sweat poured down Herund’s back whenever he recalled Ortaver’s gory spittle landing on his face. 

As twilight descended on the glade, the beating of hoofs echoed through the woods. The Marcomanni lay flat behind the bushes and watched. Five soldiers appeared on the path, wearing the round shields and pointed helmets of the Gutones. Herund gasped at the sight of the man who rode the sixth horse. 

The man wore only a checkered shirt and braies, and his hands appeared to be tied behind his back. A scrawny boy sat behind him, his hands grasping the reins. A Guton soldier rode beside them and led their horse on a rope.  

Herund had seen the boy around Garux’s town. And the scar on the man’s throat helped him recognize Garux himself. 

A wave of hatred made Herund forget about his illness. 

When the war against Catualda had ended, Herund had hoped to spend the rest of his days in Garux’s town. He had looked forward to living in the fort, appropriating Ortaver’s food and wine, and perhaps forcing a pretty Celtic girl to become his mistress. Then damned Garux had escaped from prison, chased them away, and shattered that dream. But now, Herund could get his revenge. 

The horses caught the Marcomanni’s scent and snorted. The Gutones looked around, alarm in their eyes. One of them peered into the bushes. At that moment, a wolf howled deep in the woods. The Gutones shook the reins and made the horses trot toward the fenced glade. 

Herund sneered. The Gutones had confused them with wolves, but he and his men were much more dangerous. While the fence would protect them from the beasts, it would never stop the Marcomanni. 

Garhat, who lay on his left, whispered, “We are eleven, and the soldiers only five.” Although weak, his voice trembled with excitement. “We can kill them and steal their horses and food! They might even have mead or ale to settle our stomachs.” 

“Yes, but more importantly, we can murder Garux and that Celtic brat,” Herund whispered back. “Just think, we can crush two sets of enemies in one strike!” 

“True! But I heard you must hack Garux’s head off to destroy him.” 

Herund chuckled and stroked his gray beard. “That won’t be a problem. With his hands tied behind his back, he is as helpless as a blind kitten.” 

* * *
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THE GUTONES TIED THE horses by the gate. Tarnis dismounted and reached for Garux, who swung one leg over the horse’s back to sit side-saddle before leaping off. The horse sidestepped, though, and as he couldn’t hold on, Garux slid and fell on top of Tarnis. They sprawled in the trampled grass while the soldiers jeered and laughed. 

“Damned horse,” Garux said as he rolled off the boy. “Did you break anything, my little friend?” 

Tarnis chuckled and said, “No worries, uncle chieftain! The grass is soft and you are thin. My Margi is much heavier than you are, and I would let her land on me anytime.” 

Tarnis sprang up and skipped around to show he was unscathed. Then he helped Garux to his feet, and Garux wondered how the boy could have so much energy after a day in the saddle. 

They had left Boviasmum at dawn and stopped here for the night on their way to Garux’s town. Catualda needed gold, horses, and weapons for his new military missions. Since Garux was a chieftain, Catualda ordered the soldiers to take him home and demand a ransom. 

If they rode hard enough tomorrow, they would get there in the early afternoon. Garux guessed they would bound him in the woods and go to the town to negotiate, with Tarnis as a hostage. Ortaver had emptied the coffers, and while the nobles had hidden their gold and jewelry throughout the occupation, Garux doubted they would sacrifice them for his freedom. Fortunately, the tribe could give up the arms and horses the Marcomanni had abandoned during the revolt. If they didn’t, the soldiers would take him to a slave market. 

Garux assumed that Arvasia had returned home after their disastrous audience with Catualda. He hoped he would see her soon. And that she would see him. 

Nobody in Boviasmum had fallen ill, and he believed that the plague—if it had broken out at all—hadn’t reached Bohemia. At times, though, he dreaded that tomorrow, the Gutones would find a town full of corpses. 

A soldier grabbed Garux’s arm and led him toward the fire pit. A tall birch stood nearby, the only tree in the glade. Its white bark shone in the dusk; its shadow stretched long and thin over the grass and rushes. Garux guessed they would tie him there as if he were a seventh horse. 

Tarnis walked beside Garux. Three soldiers followed them, and one stayed behind to look after the horses. As they halted by the tree, a soldier produced a sturdy leather string and turned to Tarnis. They hadn’t tied him during the journey so he could hold on to the horse and feed Garux when they stopped for lunch. They knew he wouldn’t desert Garux, to whom he was clearly devoted, but now they probably worried he could help Garux escape at night. 

Tarnis outstretched his hands and turned to Garux. “They fear I would murder them all in their sleep. And they are right!” 

As the soldier grabbed Tarnis’s wrist, the man who had stayed behind shouted. The soldier let go of Tarnis and drew his sword. So did the others. 

“What’s going on?” Garux asked. 

“He’s seen someone by the gate, uncle chieftain!” 

Garux’s heart leaped against his ribcage. Was it friends or enemy? He yanked on his rope, which bit deeper into the skin on his wrists. But the knots wouldn’t yield. 

The man who had shouted ran toward his comrades. He only made a few steps before he screamed and fell. A spear stuck from his back. 

A guttural roar came from all around. The attackers emerged from the darkened woods and scaled the fence. The Gutones grouped. 

“It’s the Marcomanni!” Tarnis shouted, looking for a way to run. 

Eight Marcomanni attacked the four Gutones. Three others ran at Garux and Tarnis. 

Tarnis dashed toward the back of the glade, away from the attackers. Garux ran after him, but his tied hands slowed him down, and Tarnis halted to wait for him. 

“Run!” Garux shouted, but Tarnis stood still.  

A stone smashed into the back of Garux’s head. He stumbled and fell on his face. The three Marcomanni swooped on him and kicked and punched him so he wouldn’t get up. 

Tarnis rushed on them with a high-pitched war cry, but one of them caught him and grabbed his wrists. Twice the size of Tarnis, the man only sneered when the boy kicked and squirmed in his bear-like hands.  

The two other men pulled Garux to his knees. One grabbed his hair and pulled his head back to expose his scarred throat. The other, a bald man with a long, gray beard, raised a battleax. 

Tarnis screamed, “Herund! No!” 

The bearded man glanced at Tarnis and hollered. 

Garux looked at the Gutones. They were some two hundred steps away, standing back to back, each fighting two Marcomanni. They wouldn’t help him. 

He closed his eyes. Although he had often longed to die in the darkness of his prison cell, death had never come. And now, when his freedom was only a day away, death had suddenly found him. 

Garux guessed that Herund knew who he was and how to destroy him. He hoped the ax was sharp enough to behead him at once. He cringed and groaned, bracing himself for the blow. 

But the blow never came. 

Instead, he heard Herund retch. 

Garux opened his eyes just as Herund heaved and vomited blood all over himself. A few drops peppered Garux’s head. Herund moaned and gawked at the stain. He lowered his hands, and the battleax slipped through his fingers. The blade nearly grazed Garux’s knee as it bit into the ground. 

The man behind Garux took a step back. He still grasped Garux’s hair, though, as if he hoped that Herund would finish the deed. The man who held Tarnis watched in horror as Herund fell to his knees and brought up another gory stream. Herund lifted his eyes to Garux and stared at him as though to beg for help. 

Garux remembered the eclipsed moon, and he understood. 

Dozens of torturous fears and worries rushed to his brain and stunned him. A screaming thought rose above all: if he let the Marcomanni leave the glade, they would spread the plague throughout Bohemia. 

Although he had regained his strength in Boviasmum, thanks to the fresh air, hard work, and regular meals, Garux couldn’t see how he could overcome all adversaries, especially with his hands tied together. But he had to try. 

The man let go of Garux’s hair. Fearing he was about to flee far from Herund and the glade, Garux sprang to his feet and slammed the back of his head into his face. He heard the man’s nose break. 

Garux turned around, and the man staggered backward. The blood that gushed from his nostrils looked black in the dusk. Garux kicked his belly, and the man groaned in pain. As he bent over, Garux felled him with a kick to the temple. 

The third soldier still stared at Herund in horror. As Herund heaved again, he tossed Tarnis away from him and dashed toward the Guton horses. Garux pursued him, but he couldn’t run fast enough with his hands bound behind his back. 

Tarnis caught up with Garux, holding a sword he had taken from a fallen Guton. However, the Marcomannic soldier was so far ahead that not even Tarnis could outrun him. 

“No!” Garux screamed when the man got within steps from the nearest horse. But the scream of despair turned into a whoop of joy when the horse bucked and kicked the man’s chest. The man flew back and fell. 

“Kill him, Tarnis!” Garux shouted. “Kill him!” 

Tarnis kept running, and Garux turned around. 

The man with the broken nose got up and dashed toward the horses. Garux rushed to cut him off. The man swerved to avoid him, and Garux threw himself at his feet. As Garux’s shoulder slammed into the man’s ankle, the man tumbled. 

Garux wriggled himself on top of him. He couldn’t punch him, so he started to bite. The man kicked and pushed Garux off. Instead of running to the horses, he sat on Garux’s chest, wrapped his hands around his neck, and squeezed. 

Blood still ran from the man’s nose and splashed against Garux’s face. Insane wrath and hatred glistened in his eyes and made him forget about the disease. But it also scattered Garux’s consciousness. 

Garux felt his heart grow inside his chest. His eyes bulged out of their sockets as he tried to take a breath. Tiny gray specks swirled before his vision. They expanded and turned black. He feared he would pass out, and that everything would be lost, so he used his remaining strength to tug on the unyielding rope around his wrists. 

Then another shadow rushed into his field of vision. It was Tarnis. 

The man looked up just as Tarnis brought down the sword. As the blade sank into the man’s forehead, brain matter gushed out and blended with the blood on his nose. He fell on top of Garux. Tarnis rolled him aside and helped Garux up. 

“I killed him!” Tarnis screamed, half in horror, half in triumph. “And I killed the other bastard, too!” He pointed the gory sword at the body lying by the nearest horse. “I’m a hero.” 

“Yes, you are, Tarnis,” Garux said, sitting up. “But now, for the good spirits’ sake, untie me!” 

As Tarnis sawed on the rope with the sword, Garux glanced toward the birch tree. The sun had set, and the soldiers had become dark shadows. Two Gutones fought four Marcomanni; the other men lay dead or dying around the tree. 

Garux turned his head to the place where he had nearly lost his head. Herund had got up and staggered toward the fence. If he scaled it and disappeared in the black woods, they would never find him. 

“Get him, Tarnis!” Garux shouted. 

Tarnis roared and ran at him. He swung the sword but miscalculated, and the point only ripped the back of Herund’s tunic. The hilt slid through Tarnis’s fingers, and the sword flew out of his hand and landed in a clump of dandelions. 

Instead of getting the sword, Tarnis jumped on Herund’s back, like a wolf hunting a bear. Garux cursed and yanked on the rope. Fortunately, Tarnis’s blade had already frayed it enough, and the rope snapped.  

Garux got up and ran toward Tarnis, who was still riding Herund’s back. Tarnis clasped his hands over Herund’s eyes, making Herund stumble in mad circles. Garux picked up the sword and reached them just as Herund tripped and fell. Tarnis rolled on the ground, then sprang to his feet and ran for the battleax. 

Garux stood above Herund, who stared at him with confused, bloodshot eyes. As he tried to get up, Garux bore the sword down. The blade sliced through Herund’s throat and cracked his spine. 

Tarnis returned with a victorious roar, but they hadn’t won yet. They had to kill all the Marcomanni to halt the plague. 

Garux looked at the fighters. Only one Guton was still on his feet. With his back against the trunk of the birch, he fended off three Marcomanni, who assailed him without force or energy. 

“Take the sword, Tarnis, it’s lighter,” Garux said. “And let’s sneak up on them.” 

They swapped the weapons and skulked toward the tree. They got there just as a Marcomannic soldier slashed the Guton’s chest. The Guton staggered and slid down along the trunk. 

Garux crept on the nearest soldier. He swung his battleax and broke the man’s skull while Tarnis pierced another man’s kidney. The first man dropped silently; the second with a bloodcurdling scream. 

The third soldier turned around and slashed Garux’s fighting arm. A flash of pain seared through the wound, and numbness spread toward his shoulder and wrist. But Garux didn’t drop his weapon. 

As the man raised his hand for another blow, Tarnis swung his sword. He was too far away again, and the attack didn’t even scratch the man. It shifted the man’s attention from Garux to Tarnis, though, and Garux sank the battleax into his belly. 

The man’s guts poured out and hung to his knees. The stench of feces filled the evening air as the man collapsed. 

Some fighters groaned and tried to get to their feet, but they soon slumped again. Garux dropped his battleax. The fight was over. 

In his excitement, Tarnis hurled his sword up in the air. Then he yelped, covered his head, and rushed aside so the sword wouldn’t gore him. Garux chuckled and shook his head. 

When the sword fell into the gory grass, Tarnis ran to Garux. “We did it, uncle chieftain, we did it!” he shouted. “We are heroes! And we are free!” 

“Damn right, Tarnis!” Garux exclaimed with a cheerful grin as he embraced him. They had gotten rid of both enemies and trapped the plague in the glade. 

The last thought made Garux pull away and look at Tarnis. The boy’s shirt dripped with Marcomannic gore. Some stains were Herund’s bloody vomit. 

“What’s wrong, uncle chieftain?” Tarnis asked. 

“Nothing, Tarnis,” Garux replied, but his soul screeched with fear. 

He had been so worried about saving humanity he hadn’t realized that, when he had sent Tarnis after the Marcomanni, he might have sent him to his death. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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As darkness came, Rawena skulked toward the stone house. She couldn’t make herself abandon Arvasia and let her die of thirst and hunger, so she was going to unbar the door and run from the village. If she were lucky, she would be far away before Arvasia woke up and realized she was free.

Rawena crept toward the window to make sure Arvasia was asleep. She leaned toward the bars—and she screamed when she saw the black outline of Arvasia’s head. 

“Sister,” Arvasia said through the bars. Her voice was weak and tremulous, and Rawena put it down to her exhaustion and lack of water. “What have you done? And where have you been? I’ve been calling you . . .” 

Rawena didn’t answer. She had thought of bringing Arvasia something to drink and assuring her she didn’t want to hurt her. Then she had recalled that Arvasia got the love of Garux and the affection of their mother, and that it was she who had pierced Rawena’s heart and caused the outbreak. That made her ignore Arvasia’s calls. 

Arvasia coughed. Her breath was heavy and labored. 

Rawena was about to say she would bring her water when Arvasia asked, “You infected Ortaver, didn’t you?” 

Rawena didn’t have the strength to deny it. “I had no other choice, Arvasia. Oh, if you only knew . . . But perhaps the plague won’t spread northward, and our tribe will be spared. I pray that it’s true!

“Murderous invaders roam our land, and their deaths will protect our town. The plague might never climb over our mountains to destroy the world, and I might never have to do this again.” Rawena clenched the bars with both hands. “Sister! I had to do it to save my soul! Do you believe me?”

She waited for Arvasia’s answer as if it were a verdict. An owl hooted in the grove of oaks. Crickets sang their nocturnal chorus in the grass by the rock. The sounds grated on Rawena’s nerves, for she feared they would drown Arvasia’s words. 

Arvasia said nothing. Her shadow suddenly disappeared, and Rawena heard her retch. 

Fear clenched Rawena’s heart. Could it be the plague? Had the darkness obscured pustules on Arvasia’s face? Would Rawena have to dig another grave under the sandstone rock? 

“Arvasia!” she screamed. 

Arvasia’s shadow reappeared. Her heavy breathing filled the night with the bitter smell of bile. 

“Oh, my sister,” Rawena said. “Is it . . . is it the plague?” 

Arvasia turned around and melted into the darkness of the house. Rawena heard the creaking of the planks and the rustle of the straw mattress. 

“Arvasia! Is it the plague?” 

“I think so, Rawena,” Arvasia said at last. 

“No!” Rawena screamed, tears of anguish rushing down her cheeks. She had murdered her little sister. “I’m so sorry!” 

Only silence came from the house’s black entrails. 

Rawena felt this was worse than spending eternity in a rat’s skin. Should she have immolated herself as soon as Pandemia had told her of the game? Should she do it now, to prevent future horrors? But then she would be doomed. And Pandemia would unleash the ultimate plague to further punish her. 

“Oh, sister,” Rawena said, pressing her forehead against the bars. “I wish I could make you understand.” 

Tears dripped on her chest, to which she had often held Arvasia when they were little. She promised herself she would stay and take care of her so she wouldn’t die alone like Ortaver.

A small bat fluttered above the roof. A lynx or a wildcat dashed past. 

Arvasia’s cold, weak voice came from the house. “Garux won’t rest until he prevents you from unleashing another plague. One day, he will break free and hunt you down. And my soul will watch his triumphal moment from the realm of the goddess Epona.” 

* * *
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GARUX KILLED THE WOUNDED soldiers and chopped up parts of the fence to make a pyre. The bodies burned throughout the night until a morning downpour put out the flames. The rain cleared the air and washed some of the blood off Tarnis’s clothes. Garux hoped it would also cleanse the plague. 

Although they longed to go home, Garux explained to Tarnis they had to stay a few days in the glade to make sure Tarnis didn’t show signs of the illness. In the evening, Tarnis complained of sickness and headache. 

The sparks of happiness died in Tarnis’s eyes, and flames of fear flared in their wake. Garux tried to convince him it could be simple exhaustion. But Tarnis knew he was dying of what he called ‘Rawena’s scourge’.

When the sun rose from its bed the next day, Tarnis was too weak to do the same. Black ulcers and pustules covered his sweaty face. Two hard lumps grew on the sides of his neck. 

It drizzled in the evening, and Garux made a tent from four rails and saddle blankets. He made a meal from the Gutones’ supplies, but the plague had trampled Tarnis’s stomach, and he couldn’t keep the food down. 

Tarnis slept most of the following day. Bloated and glistening with sweat, he looked like a washed up corpse. Garux almost wished the boy wouldn’t wake up again, but in the evening, he murmured and opened his bloodshot, feverish eyes. 

Heavy clouds roamed the sky and shrouded the tent in shadows. And yet, Tarnis moaned and closed his eyes again as if the murkiness hurt him. 

“Mama!” he called, and Garux thought his heart would shatter. 

He took Tarnis’s clammy hand. “It’s me, your uncle Garux, my dear boy.” 

Tarnis opened his eyes and squinted. The light of recognition crept into his pupils. “Oh, uncle chieftain. Please stay with me.” 

“Of course I’ll stay, Tarnis. Where would I go without you? You are my best friend and protector.” 

Tarnis smiled, and the usual merry fire flickered in his pupils. His eyes had sunk, though, as if the hands of death had pushed them deep into his skull.  

Garux picked up a leather bottle and lifted Tarnis’s head to let him drink. Tarnis managed to keep most of the water down, and it seemed to revive him. Garux wetted a piece of cloth and put it on his forehead to break the fever. He wished he had watched the druidess take care of the sick so he would know how else to help Tarnis . . . although he knew that nothing could save him.  

The setting sun struggled from the clouds and seeped through the saddlecloth. Garux pushed the wet rag over Tarnis’s eyes. 

“We gave them a good lesson,” Tarnis said. “Didn’t we, uncle chieftain?” 

Garux guessed he was talking about the Marcomanni. “We sure did, my boy. You fought like a real hero!” 

Tarnis gave him a sad smile. “I wish I could tell Margi about it. But I will never see her or any other girl. What a shame.” 

Garux didn’t know how to reply. He lifted his hand to rub the back of his neck, and fire seared through his slashed arm. The pain hardly matched the anguish in his soul. 

“What are you talking about, you crazy boy?” he said at last. “We will return home as soon as you get better, and then you will tell her.” 

Tarnis said nothing. A grasshopper landed on his stained shirt, turned around, and leaped onto the saddlecloth. Then it jumped outside, as if spooked by the incoming death. 

“You’re the bravest warrior I’ve ever seen, Tarnis,” Garux said to cheer him up. “Tell you what: when I’m tired of being chieftain, I’ll leave the post to you. Then you can have two wives. Or three.” 

Tarnis tried to chuckle, but only a rattling cough came out of his mouth. A drop of blood slid down his chin. 

“I would marry only Margi, after all,” Tarnis said in a voice that brimmed with nostalgia. “Will you tell her . . . that I loved her, uncle chieftain?” 

Garux opened his mouth to convince Tarnis that he could soon tell her himself. Then he took a deep breath, blinked away his tears, and said, “Of . . . of course I will.” 

A deer grunted in the woods. A few clouds passed over the sun on their way toward the merchant road. A cool breeze made the grass and rushes whisper. 

Garux thought Tarnis had fallen asleep, but the boy licked his parched lips and asked, “Is it nighttime?” 

“Nighttime? No, but the sun is about to set.” 

Tarnis smiled. “Just like during the battle. Do you remember the battle, uncle chieftain?” 

“Of course I do, my brave boy.” 

Suddenly, Tarnis groaned and shook his head. His feeble hands trembled as he tried to lift them, and Garux feared he had a seizure. 

“What’s wrong, Tarnis?” 

“I want to see!” 

Garux pulled the rag up to his forehead, and Tarnis calmed. He peered at the saddlecloth above his head. “Please, take it away, too, uncle chieftain. Let me see the sunset.” 

Garux pushed back the sheet to let the reddening sunlight flood the tent. Tarnis squinted and groaned, but his lips stretched in a smile. “Yes. Just like during the battle.” 

“It is, Tarnis,” Garux said. “But—your lips are all chapped. Do you want more water?” 

“No, uncle chieftain.” Tarnis turned to him and squeezed his hand. “I want you to kill me.” 

Garux gasped. “Kill you? No! Why?” 

“I don’t want to die of Rawena’s scourge. I want to die by steel, like a real warrior. Please, please, put a sword through my heart.” 

Garux’s soul filled with horror. “Don’t be silly, Tarnis,” he said, stroking the boy’s sweaty hair. “You might feel better tomorrow and—” 

“Uncle chieftain! Please don’t give me false hopes. It’s cruel! Don’t lie to a dying boy.” 

Garux clenched his lips to trap a rising sob. 

“Don’t let Rawena win,” Tarnis pleaded. “Don’t let me choke to death in the dark. Let me die now, during the beautiful sunset.” 

“Tarnis, please . . .” 

“Do it, uncle chieftain. Do it. Then go home. And tell Margi I died by a sword on a battlefield. It will be the truth, no?” 

“I can’t!” Garux felt tears cruising down his cheeks. He cried harder than he had ever cried, more than when he had lost his father, more than when he had been in prison. 

“Please, uncle chieftain. Please! It’s my last wish.” 

Tarnis’s voice brimmed with so much despair Garux expected him to sob. Tarnis never shed a tear, though, and he even looked at Garux with pity, as if he felt sorry for making him cry. His valor made Garux feel like a coward. 

“You truly are a hero, Tarnis,” Garux said, wiping his tears. “If the goddess Epona has an army in the Otherworld, you’ll become her high commander.” 

Tarnis smiled. “Enough blubbering, my dear uncle. Please, get a sword.” 

Garux wrapped his arms around the gaunt, feverish body and kissed the top of Tarnis’s head. 

“I love you, uncle chieftain.” 

“I love you, my dearest boy.” 

Fighting back new tears, Garux got up and went to get one of the swords that still lay under the birch tree. The horses called at him from the gate, where they had grazed all the grass they could reach. The tops of the highest spruces reached for the sun like spears toward a distended belly, and their shadows swayed at his ankles. Ashes fluttered around the funeral pyre. 

Garux returned and stood over Tarnis. He fought nausea as he leveled the point against his chest, but he knew that if he couldn’t save the boy, he should let him die like a hero.

Tarnis smiled. “Thank you, uncle chieftain. Goodbye.” 

Garux wrapped his hands around the hilt. He took a deep breath so as not to vomit. Hot sweat poured out of his body, almost as if he had also come down with the plague. 

He looked at Tarnis, whose eyes filled with a silent plea. 

“Goodbye heroic warrior,” Garux whispered. Then he pressed down on the hilt.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
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The early afternoon of the following day found Garux steering a Guton horse off the merchant road and onto the path to his town. Raindrops pummeled his head, and an eerie silence enveloped the forest. His eyes stung whenever he recalled the moonlit grave on the edge of the glade where he had laid Tarnis, along with the gory sword that had hastened his death.  

As he neared the town, Garux hoped he didn’t carry the plague. Illnesses had avoided him ever since he had become immortal, so he believed he wouldn’t bring death to his people. If death hadn’t struck them yet. 

He frowned when he reached the battlements and saw no plumes of smoke struggling through the sheet of rain. The wind didn’t bring the usual clanging of iron from the smithies or the grunting of saws from the carpentry shops. Nobody guarded the gate, which—to his horror—stood ajar. 

Garux halted and dismounted. He cringed as he pushed the gate open, expecting to see corpses littering the ground. All he saw, though, was overflowing ruts and potholes.

A wildcat dashed across the square as he led the horse in. A few blackbirds flew up from a tree crown. 

“Hallo?” he called, letting the bridle slip through his fingers. “Arvasia?” 

Nobody answered. The horse neighed and trotted toward a clump of grass. Garux’s throat tightened as he passed the empty workshops and headed for the houses of the commoners. 

“Arvasia? Is anybody there?” 

The silence made him run from house to house and peer into the windows. Everyone had disappeared, along with their possessions. Only remains of a cooking fire stared at him from Seneusia’s house. 

Had the plague chased them away? Or was it enemy troops? But where had they gone? His soul agonized at the thought he would never see Arvasia again. 

“Hallo?” he shouted. “Hallo?” 

The town was quiet except for the pitter-patter of rain. No bleating, bellowing, or neighing came from the pastures. The dogs were also gone. 

Garux ran to the fort, his feet splashing through the mud and puddles. The gates were unlocked; the bridge empty. He peered down the murky hallway, shuddering at the sight of the prison door. Only mice scurried around the storerooms. His footsteps clapped loudly to the tolling of his heart as he rushed to the winding stairway. 

“Hallo?” he called, climbing to the second floor. The empty building made his voice echo as if he had fallen into an abyss. 

Every seat was empty in the banquet hall. In the chieftain’s chamber, the bed was still unmade from the night he had spent there with Arvasia. The other chambers were bare and lifeless. 

Garux leaned against the wall of the farthest chamber, despair creeping over his soul. Then he remembered the druidess. 

He ran from the fort and crossed the boggy fields and pastures. A flock of birds flew out of the grove of oaks as he rushed to Agira’s dwelling. The door was ajar. He entered and poked his head into her bedchamber. Agira was there, lying on her cot. 

She looked so frail and ancient he thought she had died. But when he approached her cot, she opened her eyes.  

“I’ve been waiting for you, my dear,” she said. Her voice trembled, but a smile played around the right side of her face. The left side looked as if it were sculpted out of white marble, and he wondered what was wrong with her. She didn’t seem surprised to see him, as if she had foreseen his arrival. 

“Druidess,” Garux said, sitting on the side of her cot and taking her outstretched right hand. “What happened? Why are you all alone? Where is everybody?” 

A coughing fit raked Agira’s frame and left her breathless. Garux glanced around the room as if he hoped to find an answer to his questions. 

A small barrel squatted under the window by the other side of the cot. Raindrops poured inside and stirred the water, which nearly touched the brim. A long table stood within Agira’s reach, heaped with cups, bowls, and plates, half of them full of wine, cured meat, honey, nuts, and vegetables. Fruit flies circled above a pile of rotting pears. A cockroach crawled over a stale piece of bread. 

Agira took a deep breath and said, “I sent everyone away.” 

“You sent them away?” 

“Yes, Garux, to our ancestral land, to Gaul. I sent them right after the eclipse. There weren’t enough horses and carts for all of them, so some of them had to walk. But perhaps they are already halfway there.” 

A wave of relief washed over him. So the tribe had escaped the pandemic. 

Agira squeezed his hand with her old force, and her deep, celestial eyes peered into his. “You didn’t find Rawena, did you?” 

“No, druidess.” He rubbed the nape of his neck, hardly noticing the pain in his slashed arm. “But I might have contained the plague.” He told her about the battle in the glade. 

Agira smiled with admiration when he described how they conquered the Marcomanni. A tear stood in her right eye when she heard about Tarnis’s death. 

She blinked the tear away and said, “We can only hope the poor, dear, brave boy is the only Celtic victim. If the plague died in the glade, I didn’t have to send the tribe away. But perhaps it didn’t die there . . . In any case, our people will be safer far away from Pandemia’s swamp.” 

“That is true, druidess,” he said, hoping he would catch up with them if he rode fast enough. “But—why did they leave you here? Why didn’t they take you to Gaul?” 

A squirrel climbed the trunk of the nearest oak and stared at them through the window. Garux vaguely wondered how come the animals didn’t crawl in to steal the food. He guessed that only insects had no fear, while all bigger creatures dreaded the druidess as much as some people did. 

“I crap on Gaul, Garux,” Agira said. “Useless are my limbs, and I’m too much of a burden. They insisted I went along, and Kerta nearly kidnaped me as if I were a fair maiden. But I convinced them that such a long journey would murder me. I want to die where I was born, my dear, not under foreign stars. Besides, I wanted to wait for you to give you the news about the tribe. And about Arvasia.” 

“About Arvasia?” Garux’s heart tolled in alarm. “What about her? Didn’t she leave with the others?” 

Agira sighed and shook her head. “She never returned from the expedition to the south. Poor Seneusia refused to go without her, and they had to strap her to a cart.” 

“But—what happened? Where is Arvasia?” 

“The last time I saw her in a vision, she was chasing Rawena near a village of a horn-shaped rock.”

“Horn-shaped rock?” 

Agira wriggled her hand out of Garux’s fingers, reached for a mug, and dipped it into the barrel. As she put the mug to her wrinkled mouth and took a few sips, Garux thought he would die of impatience. 

She placed the mug on the table and turned her head back to him. “Before the eclipse, I had often dreamed about the rock, but damned Pandemia was messing with my memory. Now I remember that, when I was a little girl, my father took me to visit a chieftain in the south to negotiate a truce. Along the way, we stopped in a tiny village. And in the middle of the village, there was a white rock that looked like a giant horn. Naïve I was, Garux, and fearful; I thought that a monster slept under my feet, with his horn sticking aboveground.” 

Lost in memories, Agira closed her eyes and smiled. Garux wanted to shake her by the shoulders. 

“Druidess, please, where is Arvasia? Is she still in that village? Is she well?” 

“I don’t know, Garux. But I fear she might be very ill.” 

Cold sweat poured from his forehead, and he thought he would vomit. 

“I must go there right away!” he exclaimed, shooting to his feet. “How far is the village? Is it on the way to Rome?” 

Agira shook her head. “Rawena has been near all the time, Garux. In fact, the village is the first hilltop settlement you will see on your right when you go south along the merchant road. If you leave now, you might reach it before nightfall.” 

Garux remembered passing the village this morning, shortly after he had left the glade. Trees must have obscured his view of the rock and the dwellings, but he had seen the palisade. 

Was his beloved Arvasia lying there in fever and covered with pustules. Would she beg him to take her life and shorten her suffering? That thought filled him with so much anguish he swayed. 

“Have courage, immortal chieftain!” Agira grabbed his hand. “Go now, or darkness will swoop down on you along the way. But don’t spend all your time looking for Arvasia. You must find Rawena, Garux. She was in the village, too, and perhaps she’s still there. Find her! And destroy her to prevent future outbreaks.” 

“I will.” 

“It has warmed my heart to see you again, immortal chieftain,” she said, her eyes closing. “May the good spirits give you speed and luck.” 

“Goodbye, dear druidess,” Garux said as he squeezed her hand. “I will return as soon as I can.” 

As he rushed to the door, he heard her murmur. He turned around just as she opened her eyes and peered at the thatched ceiling. 

“I understand now,” she said, fatigue tainting her voice. “Arvasia is the same . . .” 

“The same?” Garux asked. But Agira closed her eyes and started to snore. 

* * *
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GARUX MADE THE GUTON horse trot most of the way. The rain had stopped, and the reddening sun reclaimed the sky when he dismounted by the palisade. As he stepped over the toppled stakes, he drew his sword in case Rawena was near. 

The village looked as abandoned as his town, but the ashes in the fire pit made him alert. He gasped when he saw the fresh dirt of the grave. Everything else faded away while the grave seemed to sway in front of him. He trembled at the thought that Arvasia might lie underneath. 

Fighting the urge to kneel by the grave and start digging, he looked around. Nothing stirred around the horn-shaped rock, and no sounds came from the huts, so he headed for the stone house. 

The door was barred, and he wondered whether someone was trapped inside. 

Garux pulled the bar back and opened the door. He rushed in—and he dropped the sword and swayed when Arvasia leaped into his arms. 

“Garux, oh Garux,” she sobbed in his ear. “I thought I’d never see you again!” 

“Oh, my Arvasia. You . . . you’re alive!” 

Their tears of relief and happiness blended as they kissed. He peered at her face, afraid he would see ulcers or pustules, but her skin was as smooth as always. 

She clung to him and sighed with bliss. “I feared so much for you, my love. I thought you were still in slavery!”

“And I feared you got the plague.” His voice cracked. “Oh, gods, I thought you were . . . But—who trapped you here?”  

“It was Rawena.” 

“Rawena?” He glanced at the sword at their feet. “Where is she?” 

“She went to the forest this morning to find something to eat. Oh, Garux, I was sick for days, and I thought I had the plague,” Arvasia said, making him shudder. “Rawena took care of me and passed me food and water through the window. She said she didn’t want me to die alone. I guess she feels guilty.” 

“But it wasn’t the plague?” he asked, peering at her face again. 

“I don’t think so, my love. I feel much better today. Sometimes, I still feel dizzy and sick, but I’ve never vomited blood.” She looked into his eyes and added with a mysterious smile, “And I have missed my monthly.” 

Garux gawked and rubbed the back of his neck. The druidess said women’s menstrual cycles echoed the cycles of the moon, but that was all he knew. Did Arvasia miss hers because of the lunar eclipse? Why was it important? 

“My silly love,” Arvasia said, giggling at his confusion. “I’ve got what our druidess calls ‘the curse of expecting mothers’.”

“Expecting mothers!” Garux exclaimed, his soul soaring with new joy. It suddenly became clear: during that night after the revolt, they had conceived a child. That was what had made Arvasia sick. 

“Yes, Garux,” she said. “We will be parents!” 

A screech came from the doorway. Rawena stood there, jealous frenzy in her eyes. She rushed inside and barreled into them like a blind goat. Arvasia staggered and fell on her back. 

Garux grabbed Rawena by her dress and kicked the feet from underneath her. She dropped to the floor, but she shot to all fours and scrambled a few paces away from him. He bent for his sword to behead her. Then Arvasia screamed. 

He glanced her way and gasped. Arvasia squirmed on the floor, clenching her stomach. Blood trickled from between her legs. 

“What is it, Arvasia?” he asked, straightening his back and stepping toward her. But she only moaned in pain. 

Garux looked at Rawena. At that moment, he didn’t see her as a pestilential fiend but as a woman and Arvasia’s older sister, and he hoped she could explain everything. 

Rawena’s eyes opened wide in shock. She was still on all fours and looked like a dazed beast. Outside, birds chirped in alarm, as if they knew what was happening and tried to make him understand. 

When he looked back at Arvasia, she sat up and pulled up her skirt. She screamed again, and reddish tissue slid out on a gush of gore. The blood drenched her skirt and spread over the wooden planks around her. 

Relief came over her face a moment later, as if the pain had lessened. The puddle of blood stopped growing. And Arvasia burst into tears. 

“What is it?” Garux shouted, but he feared he knew. 

Arvasia lifted her wet eyes to him. “Our poor baby! Oh, gods! We . . . we’ve lost the baby.” 

Garux heard himself groan. He was oscillating between soothing Arvasia and murdering Rawena when he heard a rumble as if another storm was coming. The dirt portion of the floor burst open like a swollen ulcer. 

A head of golden hair poked out of the hole. Garux swayed when a woman with white skin scrambled out. He realized it had to be Pandemia. 

Pandemia hissed and chittered. Garux understood she had said, “What is all this? You’re practically a family, and yet you always fight worse than rabid cats!” 

Garux and Arvasia exchanged a stunned look. He helped her stand and put his arm around her trembling shoulders. 

Pandemia turned to Rawena. “I can’t leave you alone without your getting into trouble, can I, darling?” 

Rawena got to her feet and shot her a look of disgust. 

Pandemia sighed and turned to Arvasia. “Don’t be mad at your sister. She didn’t make you lose the baby . . . at least not by pushing you over.” She looked at the puddle of blood at Arvasia’s feet, sniffed, and added, “The baby died of the plague. That’s why you felt so ill.” 

Arvasia staggered as if she was about to fall again. Her face crumpled with inner agony. The dead look in her eyes made Garux snap. 

He rushed for his sword, bent over, and snatched it from the floor. His eyes locked with Rawena’s. 

As he moved to attack her, Pandemia pointed her fingers at the wooden planks under his feet. The wood rotted away as if it had aged a thousand years. With a scream, Garux fell into the subterranean chamber. 

When his feet hit the floor, his knees yielded, and he crumbled. Arvasia screamed his name. The sudden night blinded him. It took him a moment to realize what had happened. 

As his eyes adjusted to the dark, he grabbed the sword, stood up, and staggered toward the wooden ladder. When he put his foot on the first rung, though, the ladder also decayed and collapsed.

Arvasia kneeled by the edge of the gap, outstretched her hand, and called, “Hand me the sword!” 

Garux turned toward her, but Pandemia screeched, “Stop this, you foolish things! Can’t you see you have lost? Do you think I can’t make the sword rust and flake away? Don’t you think I can make Arvasia also fall through the planks?” 

Garux’s shoulders slumped in defeat. They had lost their chance to avenge Tarnis and their baby and to prevent future outbreaks. 

Arvasia was still kneeling by the gap. The hand she had outstretched for the sword hung limply like a broken branch, her fingers stained with the blood she had lost during the miscarriage. 

He looked at her unblemished face and recalled Agira’s words. Arvasia is the same . . .

A strange thought tugged on his mind. If their baby had died of the plague, but Arvasia survived, did it mean she was the same . . . as him and Rawena?

Pandemia looked at him, nodded, and squealed with laughter. 

Garux wondered whether she had read his thoughts. Did the nod mean he was right? 

“Yes, my friend, Arvasia is the same as you and Rawena,” Pandemia said. Glee and pride glistened in her beady eyes as she added, “I’ve made her immortal!” 

Arvasia lifted her head and looked at Pandemia in astonishment. A few moments passed in utter silence. The sun set, and shadows crept along the stone walls. 

Arvasia got to her feet. A wave of happiness flushed out Garux’s sorrow when he realized she would never die. 

Rawena stared at Pandemia in horror. Her eyes wandered down to Garux, who recalled she had hoped to become his eternal lover. Arvasia’s immortality had crushed her dreams, and Rawena tore the scabs on her forearm in jealous anger. 

She looked at Arvasia, screamed, and rushed at her with her fingers spread like claws. Pandemia made a sweeping motion, and Rawena flew back as if an invisible battering ram had struck her chest. 

As Rawena crumbled against the wall, Pandemia screeched, “No more fighting. None of you!” 

Rawena scrambled up and scowled. Blood trickled down her forearm. 

Pandemia turned back to Arvasia. “The immortality is compensation for losing your baby, dear. But it is also punishment for escaping from me on that first eclipse night. You are to forever witness the horrors of your sister’s plagues. Oh, this will be so exciting!” 

Pandemia giggled and clapped her hands, and Garux wondered whether she was mad. She had to know they were going to pursue Rawena. Why had she given them an eternity to do so? 

He recalled Rawena saying that Pandemia saw everything as a game, and he guessed she had made them immortal to make the game more interesting. Pandemia probably hoped they would always fail. But Garux was determined to prove her wrong. 

Pandemia looked at him and sneered. “You have won this time, in a way, and the plague has perished in the glade,” she said. “But beware! You won’t always be this lucky! You will weep yet, Garux, weep over millions of corpses.”

He shuddered and clenched his fists. 

The rat-goddess scratched her belly and licked her split lip. “I think that’s all I had to tell you for now, my friends. Have no fear, though, for we will meet again . . . as soon as Rawena’s heart is pierced anew!” 

“That will never happen!” Rawena snapped. 

Pandemia laughed, grabbed Rawena’s arm, and led her toward the hole in the dirt floor. 

As Pandemia slid into the hole, Rawena looked first at Garux and then at Arvasia. Her eyes brimmed with so many emotions it seemed her pupils would catch fire. She opened her mouth to speak, but then she shook her head and followed Pandemia below the ground. 
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EPILOGUE
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Garux and Arvasia slept in the village and set for home late in the morning. On their way, he told her of Tarnis and their escape from slavery, and about finding Agira alone in the town. Arvasia hardly spoke as she rode the horse in front of him, and he guessed she mourned their lost baby. 

Garux’s mood matched the dark clouds that traveled above them whenever he recalled Arvasia sitting in the puddle of blood. How many innocent lives would Rawena crush before they stopped her? 

As they turned onto the path to their town, the clouds finally departed, and birds sang to celebrate the sun’s return. The scent of wildflowers reminded Garux of the nearby meadow where he used to have trysts with Arvasia before the world turned upside down. 

Having reached their town, they hurried to see Agira. She lay with her eyes closed as if she hadn’t woken up since Garux had left her. A knowing smile played on her wrinkled face. But she didn’t breathe. 

They buried her near the creek, with the food she hadn’t eaten. When they placed the last stone on the barrow, the sun was setting, and the fort’s shadow crept over the empty town. 

As they stood by her grave, Garux said, “I returned home much earlier than I had thought I would. And yet I didn’t get to say goodbye to her.” 

Arvasia took his hand. “It is so sad she didn’t wait for us. We could still use her help and advice.” 

Garux nodded and glanced at the hole where Rawena was supposed to rest. “I’m so glad you survived, and that you’ll be with me forever. But I’m sorry you got involved in this.” 

“If I am with you, immortality feels more like a gift than punishment,” she replied. “Perhaps that dreadful Pandemia has never loved, so she cannot understand. All she knows is that we will forever witness Rawena’s work of destruction, and that we will keep thinking it is our fault.” She squeezed his fingers until she nearly crushed them. “But we must stop her! We are responsible for the future of humanity, as our actions started Pandemia’s mad game.” 

“You are right, of course.” Garux looked at the newest barrow, whose shadow stretched in the sunset like an awakening ghost. “And perhaps one day, our druidess will return to help us.” 

“I hope so, Garux.” Arvasia rubbed her forehead. “It’s lucky that Bohemia is now almost empty, and that you have contained the plague. But imagine if an outbreak occurs in Rome or Athens. That plague would spread into Gaul and throughout the world!”

Garux shuddered when he recalled Pandemia’s prophecy about millions of corpses. “I know, my love. We must find Rawena and destroy her before Pandemia can intervene. It might not be this year, or this century, or even this millennium. We might fail a few times before we succeed. But one day, we will get her.” 

The sun hid behind the fort, and the world dimmed. Birds chirped angrily as they fought for the best twigs and branches to spend the night, and Garux wondered whether the sparrows that had been his family in prison were among them. 

How much had changed since his escape! And the future could be even more turbulent. 

Garux looked at Arvasia, at her gentle dark eyes and the dimples in her swarthy cheeks, and he marveled at the twist of fate that put her forever at his side. 

Would they be together for eternity, or would their quest or, perhaps, a quarrel break them apart? Would they find Rawena and stop her from causing death and misery? Could they ever defy Pandemia? 

Only time would tell. 

—THE END—




Did you enjoy the novel? Please, take a moment to leave a review on Amazon. 

Join P.C. Darkcliff’s VIP insider list to get his debut novels for free.
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ALSO BY P.C. DARKCLIFF: CELTS AND THE GLADIATOR, book two of THE DEATHLESS CHRONICLE! Read a short sample: 

As she paraded in front of the raucous crowd, Rawena wondered which member of her ‘family’ would try to kill her today. 

The spectators filled the amphitheater to the awnings, ready to see her fight. Nobles, consuls, and priests sat in the first two rows, wrapped in togas against the cool February air. Behind them, plebeians shouted and placed bets while they watched Rawena and her familia—her fellow gladiators—tread the sand of the arena. Slaves stood in the back, chatting and enjoying their freedom until the end of the games when they would carry their masters back home in litters. 

Since her enslavement six months ago, Rawena had fought with blunted swords and pointless spears in a gladiatorial school near the amphitheater. Although she had often won, bruises covered her body like a mosaic. Today would be her first combat with sharp, deadly weapons. 

None of her familia knew that a curse hung above her, protecting her from their weapons and exposing them to deadly peril. Although she hurt and bled like anyone else, she could only be killed by fire or beheading. If steel pierced her heart, though, it wouldn’t be Rawena but everyone around her who would face death. 

Trumpets pealed and cymbals clashed as a horde of guards led the gladiators past the orchestra and to a projecting podium reserved for the emperor, the senators, and the veiled Vestal Virgins. A breastwork surrounded the podium to protect the emperor from wild beasts—although most Romans thought the emperor was the wildest beast of all.

Nero reclined on a couch inlaid with mother-of-pearl. He wore a purple tunic and a cloak embroidered with gold. Although he was only twenty-six, he had been emperor for ten years, and he looked much older. Glancing up, Rawena found him ugly, with a fleshy neck that connected his spotty face to his narrow shoulders, and with thin legs that contrasted with his prominent belly. 

At the guards’ order, the gladiators kneeled in the sand. There were a hundred of them, all barbarians and mostly men. Rawena was one of five gladiatrices, or female gladiators. They all wore breastplates over their tunics, but they wouldn’t get weapons until the combat. 

“Hail Caesar!” they said in unison, as they had practiced before every training session. “I vow to endure to be burned, to be bound, to be beaten, and to be killed by the sword.”

Scared of fire, Rawena winced as she murmured the word ‘burned’. 

Nero yawned and popped a plump date into his mouth. Then he waved his thin hand, and the gladiators stood. The guards marched them to a large waiting chamber that had long benches and tables heaped with cups of water and heads of garlic. 

Rawena took a few sips from a wooden cup, but she was too tense to sit. So were most of the others. They fidgeted and looked around as they tried to guess who had been chosen to fight against them. According to the veterans, nearly a quarter of the gladiators lost their lives during each set of games. Rawena feared that a spear or a sword would make her an immortal cripple. 

Someone stood beside her and cleared his throat to catch her attention. Even before she turned to him, she knew it was Crimus, a tall Briton who took every opportunity to speak to her. As usual, Crimus smiled and stared into her eyes as if they mesmerized him. Her breath quickened when she saw his admiring look.

Although she was nearly eighty, Rawena looked young, having become immortal in her late twenties. She still had the same smooth skin, the wild mane of auburn hair, and bright, violet eyes as when she had lived with her tribe in Bohemia. Crimus was only twenty, and she wondered what he would think if he found out she was four times older. 

Just like Rawena, Crimus was a Celt. He was the younger brother of Boudica, a tribal queen who had risen against the Roman invaders in southern Britain. When the Romans had quashed the revolt, they had slaughtered all the captives, even women and children. Crimus had escaped before they could kill him . . . and he had run into the clutches of slave raiders. He was kind and cheerful, despite his fate, and his long fair hair and sharp yet gentle green eyes reminded Rawena of Garux, the only man she had truly loved—and who had loved her sister, Arvasia. 

Although affection was the only thing Rawena had always wanted, it seemed to avoid her like an elusive shadow . . . until she met Crimus. She often wondered, in the darkness of her cell at the gladiatorial school, if they could have been lovers had they met in a better place. She didn’t think it likely. Brave as he was, he would probably recoil in horror if he knew what she was, and what she had been forced to do in her past. Despite that, his fondness made her feel human again.

“I just wanted to wish you good luck, Celta,” Crimus said in his deep but good-natured voice, his smile widening. The fear of her enemies made Rawena refuse to give her real name, so everyone at the school called her Celta because of her heritage. 

“Good luck to you, too, Crimus,” she replied. She couldn’t understand his Icenian tongue, and he didn’t understand her Gaulish, so they spoke in Latin. “You always let me win during practice fights. Now it’s the real thing.” 

“You’ll probably fight against one of the women, and you’re the best of them,” he said in a soothing, tender voice, his eyes drowning in hers. “I’m sure you’ll be fine.” 

Rawena smiled and said, “Be careful, please, Crimus.” She took his hand and squeezed it.

Crimus took a breath to speak. Then a man beside them murmured, “Oh, shit! Fire-breath is coming.” 

Rawena looked toward the entrance just as Rufio, the director of the gladiatorial school, walked in. He was short and lean, with a large bald spot surrounded by greasy black hair that looked like a rotting laurel wreath. His late father had opened the school after retiring as a general from the legion, and Rufio employed ten trainers and owned the gladiators. Although he was quick to hand out advice and criticism, nobody had ever seen him fight. Rawena had hated him ever since he’d bought her at a slave market from raiders from Delos. 

“Hail pupils!” Rufio called as he stood in the middle of the hall. 

“Hail patron,” the gladiators who stood nearest him mumbled. The others scowled and fidgeted. 

Rawena tensed at the sight of a large wax tablet in his hand: now she would learn the name of her opponent. 

“You have the enormous honor to fight in front of our beloved Caesar, the divine Nero himself, pupils,” Rufio called to the gladiators in a gruff, pompous voice. “Now you will hear the program of the games.” 

He paused and looked at the table. “What is this?” he boomed, his face reddening. “How come nobody has eaten any garlic? Are your nails too fine to peel it? Are your stomachs too delicate to handle it? You damned ladybugs!” 

He pointed to the nearest gladiator, a red-haired Scandinavian giant. 

“Come forward, Celos!” 

Celos scowled as he shuffled toward Rufio. The other gladiators rolled their eyes. 

When Celos came closer, Rufio stood on tiptoes and breathed in his face. “What do you smell, Celos?” 

“Garlic, patron,” the gladiator mumbled. 

“Garlic!” Rufio boomed, victory roaring in his voice. “See? Even I, a man superior to all of you by birth and rank, a Roman and a patrician, enjoy this wonderful plant. Garlic, pupils! Garlic sharpens your eyes and mind. It gives you strength and vigor! And you scum dare turn up your barbarian snouts at it?” 

Rufio glared at the gladiators like a hawk near a field full of mice. After a while, a young Nubian lost his nerve, took a sliver of garlic, peeled it, and took a bite. 

“Here’s an example to follow!” Rufio exclaimed, pointing to the Nubian, who gasped and moaned, tears running down his cheeks. 

As the Nubian grabbed the nearest cup of water and emptied it, Rufio lowered his eyes to the tablet. 

“Now, there will be ten skirmishes throughout the afternoon. Those whom the lack of garlic rendered too weak and unskilled for one-to-one combat will fight in groups of six or seven.” 

As Rufio read the names, the slaves, who were even lower on the society’s hierarchy than the gladiators, adorned the necks of some combatants with green scarves, while they wrapped red scarves around the necks of their opponents. Rawena and Crimus weren’t among them. 

Rufio continued, “The gladiatrices, except Rawena, will fight with spears against . . . a Barbary lion.”

A murmur of alarm rolled around the crowd, and the four women turned pale. The veterans always said it took about five weathered fighters to kill a lion. 

Worrying about what Rufio had planned for her, Rawena bit her tongue and clawed at the skin on her forearm, as she always did when she was nervous. She tasted the familiar tang of blood in her mouth, and she ripped scabs that hadn’t healed in decades. 

“The rest of you will fight in pairs,” Rufio continued. “The first two are Celos and Erdus.” 

The slaves led the two combatants into separate corners so they wouldn’t try to harm each other to gain an unfair advantage. 

Rufio said, “The next two fighters are . . . Celta and Crimus.” 

“No!” Crimus shouted, his eyes flashing with fury and dread. “You cannot do that, you garlicky bastard! Don’t you know how I feel about Celta?” 

Those words went straight to Rawena’s heart. She watched with a quickened pulse as Crimus strode toward Rufio, his arms outstretched as if to strangle him. Then three guards rushed at Crimus and beat him to the floor, and she screamed with anger. The other gladiators heckled and insulted the guards, but none of them dared intervene: Rufio had their lives in his hands, and he was known to be vengeful. 

Rufio reached for his dagger, and Rawena feared he would stab Crimus. On impulse, she rushed at Rufio and felled him. The impact made her stumble and fall on all fours, but she scrambled up to kneel on Rufio’s chest. 

Her heart galloped with a thrill when she saw the shock on his face. She screamed triumphantly as she dug her sharp nails into his cheek. Rufio howled in pain and enveloped her head in a garlic stench. Two guards grabbed her by the shoulders and dragged her off. 

Rufio scrambled to his feet, a malicious sneer on his bleeding face. A sudden silence fell upon the chamber. 

“A change of plans!” Rufio boomed, wiping the blood from his torn cheek. “The four gladiatrices will battle one another. Crimus will fight against Celos and Erdus. And our fearless Celta will fight alone against the lion.”

Gasps and murmuring rolled around the chamber. Icy terror gripped Rawena’s soul.

“That’s not just, Rufio!” Crimus shouted, writhing in the grip of the guards who still pinned him to the floor. “Celta has never even trained against a beast. You know she has no chance!” 

Rufio thundered, “That’s enough, you insubordinate barbarian hound! If you survive the combat, you’ll receive a hundred lashes with a whip. And at the next games, it will be you against the lion.” 

Rawena wanted to shout in protest, but one of the guards who was restraining her clasped his hand over her mouth. When she tried to bite him, her teeth ripped her lower lip. 

Rufio turned to her and grinned. “Pray to all your primitive gods that the lion hasn’t eaten any garlic!” 

* * *
[image: image]


A FANFARE SIGNALED that the four gladiatrices had finished their combat. One of them walked in with blood running down her shoulder, but with a relieved, victorious smile on her face. A guard took her under the arm to lead her through a brick tunnel to her cell in the school. 

Two other gladiatrices limped in, pale, bleeding, and supported by slaves who took them to the infirmary. Two more slaves brought the last gladiatrix on a stretcher. A dreadful wound to her forehead told Rawena they would take her to the morgue. 

A whiff of cool air blew into the waiting chamber through the open door and made Rawena shudder in her short, sleeveless tunic. But it wasn’t just the cold that covered her skin with goosebumps. 

She feared that Crimus would also be taken to the morgue today. And what about her? Would she be ripped, maimed, and disfigured, and left to linger for eternity? And what if Rufio realized that nothing could kill her? Would he make her his prize gladiatrix and force her to fight every creature imaginable? 

She recalled Rufio’s words about praying to her gods. If he only knew what kind of terrible deity held power over her! 

Fifty years ago, she had accidentally awakened Pandemia, the rat-goddess of pestilence, who had turned her into a pawn in a mad game: Rawena would live forever, but a stab through her heart would make her blood pestilential, and she would have to unleash a plague during the following lunar eclipse.

To make the game more exciting, Pandemia had also made Rawena’s sister Arvasia and her lover Garux immortal, cursing them to chase Rawena through eternity and try to prevent the outbreaks. 

The rat-goddess had won the first round of her game. And now that Rawena had become a gladiatrix, another round could soon follow.

Rawena dreaded causing another plague. But if she destroyed herself or failed to infect someone, Pandemia would turn her into a rat, curse her to eternity in a putrid swamp—and unleash the plague in any case. 

The fanfares blared again, and Rufio shouted, “Celos and Erdus, get ready to butcher Crimus!”

The three men received their swords and walked toward the exit. 

As he passed her, Crimus whispered, “Farewell, Celta.” 

He gave Rawena a yearning look, but a guard pushed him out into the arena before he could say more. 

Rawena’s heart leaped into her throat. Had he been going to tell her he loved her? Her instincts told her he had—although no man had ever told her that. Not in all eighty years of her life. 

The three gladiators bowed to Caesar and raised their swords. With her breath stuck in her throat, Rawena watched through the doorway as Celos and Erdus swept their blades at Crimus, making him duck, parry, and shuffle backward. She bit her tongue when they drove him toward a barrier on the other side of the arena. Then the slaves closed the door. 

A dim clashing of steel still reached her ears, and she tried to guess what was happening. At one point, the crowd cheered and stomped their feet. Then they booed. She clawed at her forearm when she envisioned Crimus lying in the sand with a broken skull. 

Blood trickled down her forearm and dripped on the floor when the crowd cheered, and fanfares erupted. The door swung open, and Celos and Erdus walked into the chamber, filthy yet unscathed. Rawena pulled away from the guards to ask what had happened. Then two slaves carried Crimus in on a stretcher. 

“No!” She ran to the stretcher, but a guard blocked her way and pushed her back. 

As the slaves passed her, she saw that Crimus’s eyes were open and gliding around the chamber. Gory sand covered his hair and beard. Blood gushed from a deep gash in his thigh, pooled on the stretcher, and dribbled onto the floor. Pain wrought his face into a grimace, but when his eyes found her, he smiled and raised his hand. 

Tears of relief cruised down Rawena’s cheeks. The crowd must have pleaded for Crimus’s life, and Nero must have given in. As she watched the slaves carry him to the infirmary, a smell of garlic told her to turn around. 

“Are you ready to play with your new pet?” Rufio asked with a sneer. He dabbed at his ripped cheek with a silk handkerchief and hissed with pain. “Just wait to see the claws he has got!”

Rufio nodded to a guard, who handed her a spear and an oblong wooden shield. Another guard stuck a dagger under her belt. Then they pushed her outside. 

The sudden sunlight blinded her after the shadows of the waiting chamber, and the roar of the bloodthirsty spectators thundered in her ears. Bloodied sand stuck to her bare feet as they led her to the center of the arena. 

Rufio followed them and announced, “Wild gladiatrix Celta against a lion!”

The trumpeters played a fanfare, and the crowd yelled with thrill. 

“Bow to the emperor!” Rufio snapped. 

She bowed, unsure whether she was even facing Nero. Her eyes raced around the arena, frantically searching for the beast. 

Rufio and the guards rushed back to the waiting chamber, and the slaves closed the door shut. On the other side of the arena, a balding servant rolled up a blind, revealing a tall, barred gate. A menacing roar erupted from the darkness behind the metal bars. A moment later, an enormous lion emerged from the shadows. 

The cheering grew deafening. Rawena gasped and scrambled away, as far from the lion as possible. The crowd booed. 

The servant tugged on a piece of rope to pull up the gate, and the lion squeezed through. When he let go of the rope, the gate fell with a thundering boom.

The lion spotted her and trotted forward, his mouth half-open to reveal his giant fangs. Saliva dripped from his lower lip. His eyes shone with hunger. She had only seen lions on murals, and this beast seemed larger and more sinister than all of them put together. 

Rawena kept retreating, her eyes gliding toward the waiting chamber as if she hoped the door would open to let her in. Then her back hit the wooden barrier. 

The lion trotted forward and stood a few steps from her. He tilted his head when she lifted the spear. She felt tempted to hurl it at him, but if she didn’t fatally wound him, she would have only the dagger and shield left to defend herself. 

The lion stepped closer and swung his enormous paw at her, like a kitten playing with his food. She thrust the spear forward, and the metal point cut through the paw. He uttered a deafening growl as his blood gushed out of the wound and steamed in the cold air. 

The lion fell back, and she hoped she had scared him off. Then he sprang. 

The impact knocked her to the ground like a blow from a catapult, pinning her face up under the shield. She nearly lost her breath as the beast landed on top of her. Although she tried to shrink behind her shield like a tortoise in its shell, his fangs grazed her arm. For a moment, she felt nothing. Then pain seared through the gashes and made her scream. 

The spectators cheered and stomped their feet. Some of them urged her to fight. Others called to the lion to rip her head off. 

Rawena dropped the spear, yanked the dagger from her belt, and sank it into the lion’s front foreleg. The lion recoiled, giving her room to maneuver. She thrust the shield upward and slammed it into his belly. As he snarled and bit the shield’s edge, she let go and grabbed the spear. 

She scrambled up and dashed to the other end of the arena. Although she tried to squeeze herself through the gate, the gaps between the bars were too narrow. Screeching in despair, she pressed her back against the gate and stared at the beast. The lion limped toward her, and she only had the spear to fight with. Her body shook with fear. 

Halfway across the arena, the dagger fell out of the lion’s foreleg. Blood gushed from the wound, but not fast enough to weaken him. Although he approached her carefully, he was far from discouraged. 

As the lion broke into a run, Rawena lost her nerve and threw the spear. The point stuck in the lion’s back, and he roared in agony. Although he sat down and swiped at the spear to dislodge it, he couldn’t reach it. 

Rawena turned to the gate. It was about ten feet high and had six transverse bars that made it look like a cage. She grabbed the bars and climbed. 

The lion stood and leaped forward. He reared, hooked one paw around a bar for support, and swung the other paw at her. She had climbed out of his reach, though, and he growled with fury. 

Although the crowd booed, she allowed herself to exhale. The metal bars chilled her feet and hands, but she clung to them like an infant to a mother. Then she heard a sound below her. 

She looked down through the bars just as Rufio rushed up to the gate from the inside. He held a long javelin and raised it toward her. 

For a moment Rawena thought he was going to give her the weapon. However, the malicious sneer on his face told her he was going to thrust the sharp point through the bars to make her fall, and so she scrambled sideways away from him. Her hands sweated and her feet trembled as they slid along the transverse bars. 

Rufio followed her, as did the lion, which roared at her back. Rufio outpaced her and thrust the javelin into her foot. 

Rawena screamed in pain. And fell. 

As she hit the sand, the lion slowly circled her, savoring every moment. The spectators shot to their feet and thundered with bloodlust. 

Her battered foot wouldn’t let her get up, and she froze with terror. The lion got close enough to reach her with a quick leap. Blood covered his back so it looked as if he wore a red saddlecloth. 

But he was still strong enough to rip her apart.

Celts and the Gladiator is live on Amazon. Tap here for your copy. 
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