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PROLOGUE
249 AD

With sunset, abrisk wind had blown in from the sea. It wasthe
season when farmers burn the stubble from their fields, but wind had
swept away the haze that had veiled the heavens, and the Milky Way
blazed awhite road across the sky. The Merlin of Britannia sat on the
Watcher's Stone at the top of the Tor, hiseyesfixed on the stars. But
though the glory of the heavens commanded hisvision, it did not hold
his entire attention. His ears strained to catch any sound that might
come from the dwelling of the High Priestess on the dopes below.

Since dawn she had been in labour. Thiswould be Rian'sfifth
child, and her earlier babes had come easily. The birthing should not be
taking so long. The midwives guarded their mysteries, but at sunset,
when he had prepared for thisvigil, he had seen the worry intheir eyes.
King Codlius of Camulodunum, who had called Rian to the Greet Rite
for the sake of hisflooded fields, was abig man, fair-haired and
massivey built in theway of the Belgic tribeswho had settled in the
eagtern lands of Britannia, and Rian was alittle dark woman with the
look of the faerie people who had been the first to dwell in these hills.

It should be no surprise that the child Coelius had begotten was
too large to come easily from the womb. When Rian found that he had
got her with child, some of the older priestesses had urged her to cast it
from her. But to do so would have negated the magic, and Rian told
them she had served the Goddess too long not to trust in Her purposes.

What purpose was there in this child's birth? The Merlin's old
eyes scanned the heavens, seeking to comprehend the secretswritten in
the stars. The sun stood now in the sign of the Virgin, and the old
moon, passing him, had been vigblein the ky that morning. Now she
hid her face, leaving the night to the glory of the Sars.



The old man huddled into the thick folds of hisgrey cloak, feding
the chill of the autumn night in his bones. As he watched the greet wain
whed ever further across the sky and no word came, he knew that he
was shivering not with cold, but with fear.

Slow as grazing sheep, the stars moved across the heavens.
Saturn gleamed in the south-west, in the Sign of Balance. Asthe hours
drew on, the resolution of the labouring woman was wearing away.
Now, at intervals, there would come amoan of pain from the hut. But it
was not until the still hour just asthe stars were fading that anew sound
brought the Merlin upright, heart pounding-the thin, protesting wail of a
newborn child.

In the east the sky was aready growing pae with the approach
of day, but overhead the stars till shone. Long habit brought the old
man's gaze upward. Mars, Jupiter and Venus stood in brilliant
conjunction. Trained in the disciplines of the Druids since boyhood, he
committed the positions of the starsto memory. Then, grimacing as
diffened joints complained, he got to hisfeet, and leaning heavily on his
carven staff, made hisway down the hill.

Theinfant had ceased its crying, but asthe Merlin neared the
birthing hut, his gut tensed, for he could hear weeping from within.
Women stood aside as he pushed back the heavy curtain that hung
across the doorway, for he was the only male who by right could enter
there.

One of the younger priestesses, Cigfalla, sat in the corner,
crooning over the svaddled bundlein her arms. The Merlin's gaze
moved past her to the woman who lay on the bed, and stopped, for
Rian, whose beauty had dways come from her grace in motion, was
utterly still. Her dark hair lay lank upon the pillow; her angular fegtures
were dready acquiring the unmistakable emptiness that distinguishes
death from deep.



"How-" he made alittle hel pless gesture, striving to hold back his
tears. He did not know whether or not Rian had been his own child by
blood, but she had been a daughter to him.

"It was her heart," said Ganeda, her festuresin that moment
painfully like those of the woman who lay on the bed, athough at most
times the sweetness of Rian's expression had always made it easy to
distinguish between the ssters. " She had |aboured for too long. Her
heart brokein thefind effort to push the child from the womb.”

The Merlin stepped to the bedside and gazed down at Rian's
body, and after amoment, he bent to trace asigil of blessing on the
cool brow.

I have lived too long, hethought numbly. Rian should have
been the one to say the rites for me.

He heard Ganeda draw bregath behind him. " Say then, Druid,
wheat fate the starsforetdl| for the maid-child bornin this hour?!

The old man turned. Ganeda faced him, her eyesbright with
anger and unshed tears. She has the right to ask this, he thought
grimly. Ganeda had been passed over in favour of her younger sster
when the previous High Priestess died. He supposed the ection would
fal on her now.

Then the spirit within him rosein answer to her chalenge. He
cleared histhroat.

"Thus spesk the ars-" Hisvoice trembled only alittle. "The child
that was born at the Turning of Autumn, just asthe night gave way to
dawn, shdl stand at the Turning of the Age, the gateway between two
worlds. The time of the Ram has passed, and now the Fish shdl rule.
The moon hides her face-this maid shal hide the moon she bears upon
her brow, and only in old age will she comeinto her true power.



Behind her liesthe road that leads to the darkness and its mysteries,
before her shinesthe harsh light of day.

"Marsisinthe Sign of the Lion, but war shdl not overcome her,
for itisruled by the star of kingship. For thischild, love shal wak with
sovereignty, for Jupiter yearnstowards Venus. Together, their radiance
shdl light theworld. Onthisnight, dl of them movetowardsthe Virgin
who shdl bethar true queen. Many will bow before her, but her true
sovereignty will be hidden. All shal praise her, yet few will know her
true name. Saturnuslies now in Libra-her hardest lessonswill bein
maintaining a balance between the old wisdom and the new. But
Mercuriusis hidden. For thischild | foresee many wanderings, and
many misunderstandings, and yet in the end dl roadslead to joy and to
her true home."

All around him the priestesses were murmuring: "He prophesies
greatness-she will be Lady of the Lake like her mother before her!™

The Merlin frowned. The stars had shown him alife of magic and
power, but he had read the stars for priestesses many times before, and
the patterns that foretold their lives were not those he saw now. It
seemed to him that this child was destined to walk aroad unlike that
which had been trodden by any priestess of Avalon before.

"The babeis hedthy and well-formed?’

"Sheis perfect, my lord." Cigfollarose, cradling the swaddled
infant closeto her breast.

"Wherewill you find anursefor her?" He knew that none of the
women of Avaon were currently feeding achild.

"She can go to the Lake-dwellers village," answered Ganeda.
"There is dways some woman with anewborn there. But | will send
her to her father once sheisweaned.”



Cigfollaclutched a her burden protectively, but the aura of
power that surrounded the High Priestess was already descending upon
Ganeda, and if the younger woman had objections, she did not voice
them aoud.

"Areyou surethat iswise?' By virtue of hisoffice, the Merlin
could question her. "Will the child not need to betrained in Avaonto
preparefor her destiny?'

"What the gods have ordained they will bring to pass, whatever
we do," answered Ganeda. "Buit it will belong before | can look upon
her face and not see my sigter lying dead before me.”

The Merlin frowned, for it had dways seemed to him that there
wasllittle love logt between Ganeda and Rian. But perhapsit made
sense - if Ganedafdt guilt for having envied her sster, the babe would
be apainful reminder.

"If the girl showstalent, when sheisolder, perhgps she can
return,” Ganeda continued.

If he had been ayounger man, the Merlin might have sought to
sway her, but he had seen the hour of his own death in the stars, and he
knew that he would not be here to protect the little girl if Ganeda
resented her. Perhapsit was better that she should live with her father
whileshewassmall.

"Show methe child."

Cigfollarose, flipping back the corner of the blanket. The Merlin
gared down at the face of the infant, still closed in upon itsdf likethe
bud of arose. The child waslarge for a newborn, big-boned like her
father. No wonder her mother had fought such agrim battle to bear her.

"Who areyou, little one?' he murmured. " Are you worth so greet



asacrifice?!

"Beforeshedied... theLady... said she should be called Eilan,”
Cigfallaanswered him.

"Eilan-" the Merlin echoed her, and asif the infant had
understood, she opened her eyes. They were il the opague grey of
infancy, but their expression, wide and grave, wasfar older. "Ah... this
isnot thefirgt timefor you," he said then, saluting her like atraveller
who meets an old friend upon the road and pauses for amoment's
greeting before they continue on their separate ways. He was aware of
apang of regret that he would not live to see this child grown.

"Welcome back, my dear one. Welcome to theworld.”

For amoment the baby's brows met. Then thetiny lips curved
upwardinagmile.

Part |
THE WAY TO LOVE
CHAPTER ONE
AD 259
"Oh! | can seewater gleaming inthe sun! Isit thesea?' | dug my
hedsinto the pony's round side to bring it alongside Corinthiuss big

horse. The beast broke into arough trot and | clutched at its mane.

"Ah, Helena, your young eyes are better than mine," answered
the old man who had been tutor to my haf-brothers before being given



the task of teaching the daughter Prince Codlius had inadvertently got
upon apriestessof Avaon. "A blazeof light isdl | can see. But | think
that what lies before us must be the levels of the Summer Country,
flooded by the spring rains.”

| brushed back awisp of hair and peered out at the landscape.
The waters were broken up by hummocks of higher ground likeidands
and divided by winding rows of trees. Beyond them | could make out a
lineof hillswhere Corinthius said there were lead mines, ending ina
bright haze that must be the estuary of the Sabrina.

"Then we are dmost there?' The pony tossed its head as|
squeezed its Sides and then pulled back on therein.

"We areif the rains have not washed out the causeway, and we
can locate the village of the Lakefolk that my master told meto find."

| looked up a him with swift pity, for he sounded very tired. |
could seelinesin the thin face beneath the broad straw hat, and he sat
dumped in the saddle. My father should not have made the old man
comeadl thisway. But when the journey was over, Corinthius, a Greek
who had sold himsdlf into davery asayouth in order to dower his
sgters, would have hisfreedom. He had saved anicelittle nest egg
over the years, and meant to set up aschool in Londinium.

"Wewill cometo the Lake village in the afternoon,” said the
guide who had joined my escort in Lindinis.

"When we get there, we will rest," | said briskly.

"| thought you were eager to cometo the Tor," Corinthiussaid
kindly. Perhaps he would be sorry to lose me, | thought, smiling up at
him. After my two brothers, who cared for nothing but hunting, he had
said he enjoyed teaching someone who actudly wanted to learn.



"1 will havetherest of my lifeto enjoy Avalon," | answered him.
"l can wait aday longer to arrive.

"And start your studies once more!™ Corinthius laughed. "They
say that the priestesses of Avaon have preserved the old Druid
wisdom. It consolesmealittle for losing you to know that you will not
spend your life running some fat magistrate's household and bearing his
children.

| samiled. My father'swife had tried to convince methat such alife
was awoman's highest hope, but | had always known that sooner or
later | would be going to Avalon. That it was sooner was due to the
rebellion of agenerd called Postumus, whose war had cut Britannia off
from the Empire. Unprotected, the south-eastern coasts were
vulnerableto raiders, and Prince Codlius had thought it best to send his
little daughter to the safety of Avaon while he and his sons prepared to
defend Camulodunum.

For amoment then my smilefaltered, for | had been the apple of
my father'seye, and | hated the thought that he might be in danger. But
| knew well enough that while he was away from home my life there
would not have been ahappy one. To the Romans | was my father's
love-child, without materna relatives, for it was forbidden to speak of
Avaon. Intruth it was Corinthius and old Huctia, who had been my
nurse, who had been my family, and Huctia had died the winter before.
It wastime for meto return to my mother's world.

The road led downwards now, winding gently back and forth
acrossthe dope of the hill. Aswe emerged from the shelter of the
trees, | shaded my eyeswith my hand. Below, the waters lay upon the
land like a sheet of gold.

"If you were afagriehorse" | murmured to my pony, "we could
gdlop dong that shining path dl theway to Avdon.”



But the pony only shook its head and reached for amouthful of
grass, and we continued to clop down the road one step at atime until
we came to the dippery logs of the causeway. Now | could see the
grey saksof last summer's grasswaving in the water and beyond them
the reedbeds that edged the permanent channels and pools. The deeper
water was dark, charged with mystery. What spiritsruled these
marshes, where the e ements were so confused and mingled that one
could not tell where earth ended and the water began? | shivered alittle
and turned my gaze to the bright day.

Asthe afternoon drew on towards evening, amist began torise
from the water. We moved more dowly now, letting our mounts
choose their own footing on the dippery logs. | had ridden horses since
| could walk, but until now, each day's journey had been a short one,
appropriate to the strength of achild. Today'sride, the last stage in our
journey, had been longer. | could fed the dull ache in my legs and back
and knew that | would be glad to get out of the saddle when the day
wasover.

We came out from beneath the trees and the guide reined in,
pointing. Beyond the tangle of marsh and woodland roseasingle
pointed hill. I had been taken from this place when | was barely ayear
old, and yet, with a certainty beyond memory, | knew that | was
looking at the holy Tor. Touched by thelast of the sunlight, it seemed to
glow fromwithin,

"Theldeof Glass..." murmured Corinthius, eyeswideningin
appreciation.

But not Avalon ... | thought, remembering the stories | had
heard. The cluster of beehive huts at the foot of the Tor belonged to the
little community of Christianswho lived there. Avaon of the Druidslay
in the mists between thisworld and Faerie.

"And thereisthe village of the Lake people-" said our guide,



indicating the trails of smoke that rose beyond the willows. He dapped
thereinsagaing his pony's neck and dl of the horses, sensing theend
of their journey, moved forwards eagerly.

"We have barge, but crossing to Avaon needs priestess. She
saysif you are welcome. Isimportant to go now?'Y ou want that |
cal?' The headman's words were respectful, but in his posture there
was little deference. For nearly three hundred years his people had
been the gatekeepersfor Avalon.

"Not tonight," answered Corinthius. "The maiden has endured a
long journey. Let her have agood night's deep before she must meet al
those new peoplein her new home."

| squeezed his hand gratefully. | was eager to get to Avaon, but
now that our journey was over, | was painfully aware that | would not
see Corinthius again, and only now did | realize how fond of the old
man | redly was. | had wept when my nursedied, and | knew that |
would weep to lose Corinthius as well.

The Lake people made us welcome in one of the round thatched
houses set on poles above the marsh. A long, low boat wastied up
besideit, and a creaking bridge connected it to the higher ground. The
villagerswereasmdl, lightly-built folk, with dark hair and eyes. At ten,
| was dready astdl asagrown woman among them, though | had the
same dusky brown hair. | watched them curioudly, for | had heard that
my mother had been like them in feature, or perhaps she and they were
both like the people of Faerie.

Thevillagers brought usthin deand astew of fish and millet
flavoured with wild garlic, and flat oaten cakes baked on the stone
hearth. When we had egten thisssmple fare, we sat by thefirewith
bodies too tired to move and minds not yet ready for deep, watching
the flame fade into coa s that shone like the vanished sun.



"Corinthius, when you have your school in Londinium, will you
remember me?'

"How could | forget my little maiden, bright asone of Apollo's
sunbeams, when | am giriving to beat Latin hexametersinto the thick
skulls of adozen boys?' Hisworn features creased into asmile.

"You must cdl thesun Bdenos," said 1, "in this northern land.”

"It was Apallo of the Hyboreansthat | meant, my child, but itis
al thesame-"

"Doyoutruly believe that?'

Corinthius lifted one eyebrow. "A snglesun shineshereandin
the land where | was born, though we call it by different names. In the
realm of |dea, the great principles behind the formsthat we see are the
same”

| frowned, trying to make sense of hiswords. He had attempted
to explain the teachings of the philosopher Plato, but | found them hard
to understand. Each place | cameto had its own spirit, asdistinct as
human souls. Thisland they cdled the Summer Country, dl hill and
wood and hidden pools, seemed aworld away from the broad flat
fields and coppiced woodlands around Camulodunum. Avaon, if the
tales| had heard of it were true, would be stranger till. How could
their gods be the same?

" think rather that it isyou, little one, with al your life ahead of
you, who will beforgetting me," the old man said then. "What isit,
child?" he added, bending to lift thelock of hair that hid my eyes. "Are
you &rad?'

"What-what if they don't like me?”’



For amoment Corinthius stroked my hair, then he sat back with
adggh. "l ought to tell you that to the true philosopher, it should not
matter, that the virtuous person needs no one's gpproval . But what
comfort isthat to achild? Nonethelessit istrue. There will be some
people who do not like you no matter what you do, and when that
happens, you can only try to serve the Truth asyou seeit. And yet, if
you have won my heart, then surely there will be othersto love you as
well. Look for those who need your love, and they will return the
blessing.”

Histone was bracing, and | swallowed and managed asmile. |
was a princess, and one day would be a priestess aswell. | must not let
people see mecry.

Therewas adtirring at the door. The cowhide flap was pushed
addeand | glimpsed achild holding asquirming puppy inhisarms. The
chieftain'swife saw him and said something reproving in the dialect of
the Lake. | caught the word for hound and redized he was being told
to take the dog away.

"Ohno-l like puppied” | exclaimed. "Please let me see!”

The woman looked dubious, but Corinthius nodded, and the boy
came up to me, grinning, and released the animal into my outstretched
hands. As| clutched at thewriggling bundle of fur | began to smileas
wadll. | could see dready that thiswas not one of the graceful
sght-hounds who used to lounge in noble dignity about my father's hall.
The puppy wastoo tiny, its creamy fur too thick aready, and itstail too
curled. But the brown eyes were bright with interest, and the tongue
that flicked out below the moist black button of anoseto lick my hand
was pink and warm.

"There, there now, and aren't you adarling?’ | gathered the little
dog to my chest and laughed again asit tried to lick my face aswell.



"A cresture with neither breeding nor manners,” said Corinthius,
who was not fond of animas. "And likdly carrying flees"

"No, lord," answered the boy, "isfaerie dog.”
Corinthiuslifted an € oquent eyebrow, and the boy frowned.

"l gpeak truel" he exclaimed. "It happens before. Mama gets lost,
two, three days. Has only one puppy, white like this. Faerie dog lives
long, and if not killed, when old it disappears. Dog sees spirits, and
knowsway to Otherworld!"

Feding theliving warmth of the creaturein my arms, | hid my
facein the soft fur to hide my smile, for therest of the Lake people
were hodding solemnly and | did not wish to insult them.

"Sheisgift, will guard you-" the boy said then.

| suppressed aa spurt of laughter a the ideathat thisbal of fluff
could protect anything, then straightened to smile & the boy.

"Does she have aname?"

The boy shrugged. "Faerie folk know. Maybe she tellsyou one
day”

"1 will call her Eldri, until they do, for sheisaswhite and ddlicate
astheflower of the elder tree.”" | considered her as| said this, then
looked back up a the boy. "And you-do you have a name?"

A blush warmed his sdllow skin. "1s'Otter’, in your tongue,” he
said asthe others laughed.

A use-name, thought 1. At hisinitiation he would receive another
that would only be used within thetribe. And how should | answver



him? In my father'sworld | had been Julia Helena, but that seemed
irrdlevant here.

"] thank you," | said then. ™Y ou may cal meEilan.”

| woke from adream of many waters, blinking in the morning
light. | had beeninalong flat boat that did slently through swirling mists
until they parted to reved afair green idand. But then the scene had
shifted, and | was on agdley approaching endlessflat marshlands and
agrest river that split into myriad channels asit entered the sea. And
yet again the vison had changed to aland of golden stone and sand
washed by abrilliant blue sea. But the green idand had been thefairest.
A few timesin my lifel had dreamed thingsthat cametrue. | wondered
if thiswas one of them. But dready the memory was dipping away. |
sighed, pushed back the deeping fursin which | had nested with Eldri
curled against me and rubbed the grit from my eyes. Squatting beside
the headman'sfire and drinking teafrom acup of rough clay was
someone | had not seen before. | noticed first the long brown braid and
the blue cloak, and then, as she turned, the mark of a priestess tattooed
between her brows. The blue crescent was till bright, and the smooth
facethat of agirl. She had not been initiated for long. Then, asif she
hed felt my gaze upon her, the priestess turned, and my eyesfdl before
that detached and ageless Stare.

"Her nameis Suona," said Corinthius, patting my shoulder. "She
arived just a dawn."

| wondered how the headman had called her. Did the faerie folk
carry the message, or was there some secret spell?

"Thisisthe maiden?' asked Suona.

"The daughter of Prince Codlius of Camulodunum,” answered
Corinthius. "But her mother was of Avdon."



"She seemsold to begin her training here.”

Corinthius shook hishead. "Sheiswell-grown for her age, but
she has only ten winters. And Helenaiis not without education. She has
been taught to use her mind aswell asto do the work of awoman. She
can read and writein Latin and knows alittle Greek, and haslearned
her numbersaswell."

Suonadid not seem very impressed. | lifted my chin and met the
dark gaze steadily. For amoment | felt an odd tickling sensation in my
head, asif something had touched my mind. Then the priestess nodded
alittle, and it ceased. For the first time she spoke directly to me.

"Isit your wish, or that of your father, that you cometo Avaon?'

| felt my heart thump, but | was relieved when my words came
out steadily.

"l want to goto Avaon.”

"Let the child break her fast, and then we will beready,” sad
Corinthius, but the priestess shook her head.

"Not you, only the maiden. It isforbidden for an outlander to
look on Avaon except when the gods cdll.”

For amoment the old man looked stricken, then he bowed his
head.

"Corinthiud" | felt tears prick my own eyes.

"Never mind," he patted my arm. "To the philaosopher, dl
affections aretrangtory. | must strive for more detachment, that isdl.”

"But won't you missme?' | clung to hishand.



For amoment he sat with closed eyes. Then his breath came out
inalong 9gh.

"1 will missyou, heart's daughter,” he answered softly. "Evenif it
isagaingt my philosophy. But you will find new friends and learn new
things, never fear."

| felt Eldri stirring in my Igp and the moment of anguish began to
fade.

"1 will not forget you-" | said stouttly, and was rewarded by his
amile

My fingerstightened on therail as the boatmen shoved down
with their poles and the barge did away from the shore. Overnight,
another migt had risen from the water, and the world beyond the village
was more sensed than seen. Only once, when we crossed the Tames's
a Londinium, had | ever been on aboat before. | had felt nearly
overwhelmed by the river's tremendous, driving purpose, driven close
to tears when we reached the other shore because | had not been
alowed to follow it down to the sea

Onthe Lake, what | felt most strongly was depth, which seemed
odd, since the bottom was gtill within reach of the boatmen's poles, and
| could see the wavering lines of the reed-stems below the waterline.

But the evidence of my eyes seemed tomeanillusion. | could
fed watersthat ran below the lake bottom, and redlized that | had
begun to sense them as soon as we started to crossthe Levels, even
when we were on what passed herefor dry land. Here, there waslittle
distinction between earth and water, asthere was very little separation
between the world of men and the Otherworld.

| gazed curioudy at the woman who sat at the prow, cloaked and
hooded in blue. To be a priestesswas it necessary to become so



detached from human fedling? Corinthius preached detachment as well,
but I knew he had a heart benegth his philosopher's robes. When |
become a priestess, | will not forget what loveis! | promised mysdlf
then.

| wished very much that they had allowed my old tutor to come
with methislagt bit of theway. He was till waving to me from the
shore, and though he had bade me farewel| with the restraint of atrue
Staic, it seemed to me that there was abrightnessin his eyesthat might
betears. | wiped my own eyes and waved back harder, and then, as
thefirg vell of mist blew between us, settled back onto my bench.

Atlesst | il had Eldri, tucked securdly in the fold where my
tunicabloused over my belt. | could fed the puppy's warmth against my
chest and patted her reassuringly through the cloth. So far, thelittle dog
had neither barked nor stirred, asif she understood the need to keep
slence. So long asthe puppy stayed hidden, no one could forbid meto
take her to Avadon.

| pulled open the loose neck of my tunicaand grinned at the two
bright eyesthat gleamed up a me, then draped my cloak loosaly
around me once more.

Themist was growing thicker, lying in dense skeinsacrossthe
water asif not only earth but air were dissolving back into the primal
watery womb. Of the Pythagorean elements of which Corinthius had
told me, that left only fire. | took a deep breath, at once unsettled and
oddly reassured, asif something within me recognized this protean
admixture and welcomed it.

Wewerewell out upon the Lake by now, and the boatmen were
paddling. Asthe barge moved forwards the stilt village faded into the
mist behind us. The Tor was disappearing too. For thefirst timel felt a
quiver of fear.



But Eldri warmed my heart, and in the prow, the young priestess
sat quietly, her face serene. Suonawas a plain-looking girl, but for the
first time, | understood what my nurse had meant when shetold meto
gt likeaqueen.

Though | saw no signal, abruptly the boatmen lifted their paddies
and rested them on their [aps. The barge floated quietly, the last ripples
of its passage widening away to either sde. | felt apressurein my ears
and shook my head to relieveit.

Then, at last, the priestess stirred, casting back her hood as she
rose. Feet braced, she stood, seeming to grow taller as shelifted her
armsininvocation. She drew in her breath, and her ordinary features
grew radiant with beauty. The gods look like this ... | thought as
Suonagave voiceto agring of musica syllablesin alanguage | had
never heard before.

Then that too was forgotten, for the mists began to move. The
boatmen had covered their eyes, but | kept mine open, staring asthe
grey clouds began to sparkle with arainbow of colour. Thelight spun
sunwise around them, colours blending, wrenching redlity out of Time.
For an impossible eternity we hung between the worlds. Then, with a
find burdt of radiance, the mists became a haze of light.

The priestess sank back to her seat, perspiration beading her
brow. The boatmen picked up their paddles and began to stroke
forwards asif this had been no more than a pause to rest their arms. |
let out abreath | had not known | was holding. They must be
accustomed to this... phenomenon ... | thought numbly, and then,
How could anyone get used to this wonder!

For afew moments, though the paddles dipped, we did not seem
to move. Then the bright mist suddenly wisped away, and the Tor was
rushing towards us, and | clapped my hands, recognizing the fair green
idand.



But there was moreto it than | had seenin my dream. | had
half-expected to see the huddle of wooden huts | had glimpsed from
the Lake people's village, but that was Inis Witrin, theide of the
monks. Where the huts had stood, on the other ide on Avaon there
were edifices of stone. | had seen Roman buildingsthat were larger, but
none that were at once so massive and so graceful, columned with
smooth shafts of tapered stone. Blessed by the spring sunlight, they
seemed to glow from within.

If 1 had been capable of speech, | would have begged the men to
stop the boat, to tell me what each house was, now when | could
comprehend their harmony. But the land was coming at ustoo swiftly.
In another moment the bottom of the barge grated on sand and it did
up onto the shore.

For thefirst time, the young priestess smiled. She got to her feet
and offered me her hand.

"Bewdcometo Avdon."

"Look, itis Rian's daughter-" the whispersran. | could hear them
clearly as| cameintothe hal.

"It cannot be. Sheistoo tdl, and Rian died only ten years ago.”
"She must take after her father's people-"

"That will not endear her to the Lady,” camethereply, with alittle
laugh.

| swallowed. It was hard to pretend | did not hear, harder till to
walk with the proud carriage of a daughter of anoble house asmy
nurse had taught me, when | wanted to gawk at the hal of the
priestesses like a peasant passing for the firgt time benegth the great
gate of Camulodunum.



| could not help gaining someimpressions of my surroundings.
The hal was circular, like the houses the British used to build before the
Romans came, but this one was built of stone. The outer wall was only
the height of atal man, but acircle of stone pillars supported the
doping roof, carved with spirals and triple knots, chevrons and wound
about with twisted bands of colour. The beams of the roof did not quite
meet, and through the open circle in the centre came aflood of light.

The round gallery wasin shadow, but the priestesses who stood
there were radiant. When Suona piloted the barge through the midts,
she had worn atunic of deerskin. Here, | was surrounded by a sea of
priestess-blue. Some of the women wore their hair braided down their
back like Suona, but others had it pinned up or loose upon their
shoulders. The sunlight glistened on their bare heads, fair and dark and
slver and bronze,

They seemed to be of every age and dl sizes, dike only inthe
blue crescent painted between their brows-that, and something
indefinablein their eyes. Upon reflection, | decided it was serenity, and
wished | had it, for my tummy was doing flip-flops with anxiety.

Ignore them, | told mysdlf sternly. You will be living with these
people for the rest of your life. You will look at this hall so many
times you will no longer seeit. Thereis no need to stare now, or to
be afraid.

Especially now, my thought continued as the women before me
moved aside and | saw the High Priestess awaiting me. But the
uncertain feding returned as | fdt the faerie dog stir in the bosom of my
gown. | knew now that | should have |eft the puppy in the House of
Maidens, but Eldri had been adeep, and it had seemed to me then that
if shewokein stirange surroundings she might be frightened and run off.
| had not thought about what might happen if the dog woke during my
forma welcometo Avaon.



| crossed my arms, pressing the warm furry body against my
chest in an attempt at reassurance. Eldri was a magic dog-perhaps she
could hear my dlent pleato be dill.

The murmur of women's voices faded to silence asthe High
Priestesslifted her hand. The women were arranging themselvesin a
circle, with the senior priestesses closest to their Lady, and the
maidens, gtifling their giggles, at the end. | thought there were five of
them, but dared not look at them long enough to be sure.

All eyeswere upon me. | forced mysdlf to continue moving
forwards.

Now | could seethe Lady clearly. Ganedawas a thistime just
past her middle years, her body thickened by childbearing. Her hair,
which had once been red, was dusted with grey likeadying cod. |
cameto ahalt before her, wondering what kind of bow would be
appropriate for the Lady of Avaon. My nurse had taught methe
proper obeisance for ranksal the way up to Empress, unlikely though
it seemed that any Caesar would ever come so far as Britanniaagain.

"l cannot go wrong if | give her the salute due an Imperial
lady, | thought then. For truly, sheis Empressin her own sphere.

Asl| straightened, | caught the old woman's eye, and it seemed to
me that for amoment Ganeda's scowl was lightened by a gleam of
amusement, but perhaps | had imagined it, for in the next moment the
High Priestess stood stone-faced once more.

"So-" Ganeda spoke at last. "Y ou have come to Avalon. Why?'
The question was spat suddenly, like aspear in the dark.

| stared back at her, suddenly bereft of words.

"Y ou have frightened the poor child," said one of the other



priestesses, amotherly-looking woman with fair hair just beginning to
fadeto grey.

"It wasasmple question, Cigfolla," said the High Priestesstartly,
"that | am required to put to al who seek the sisterhood of Avaon.”

"Shemeans," said Cigfalla, "to ask if you have come here of your
own will, and not by any man's coercion. Do you seek thetraining of a
priestess, or only atime of teaching before you return to the world?*
She amiled encouragingly.

| frowned, recognizing this as alegitimate question.

"It was by my father'swill that | came here at thistime, because
of the Saxonraids,”" | said dowly, and saw something like satisfaction
flicker in Ganeda's eyes. "But it has dways been my destiny to return to
Avdon," | continued.

If there had been any doubt, that journey through the mistswould
have dispelled it. Thiswasthe magic &t the heart of thingsthat | had
aways known must be there. At that moment, | had recognized my
heritage.

"Towalk the path of a priestessismy truest desire..."

Ganedadghed. "Beware what you wish for, lest you find it has
indeed cometo pass... Still, you have said the words, and in the end it
is the Goddess who will decide whether to accept you, not 1. So | bid
you welcome here."

There was amurmur of comment from the other priestesses at
this grudging acceptance. | blinked back tears, understanding that my
aunt did not want me here, and no doubt hoped that | would fail.

"But | will not faill | promised mysdlf. | will study harder than



any and become a great priestess-so famous they will remember
my name for a thousand years!

Ganedasighed. "Come."

With my heart thumping so hard | feared it would wake Eldri, |
started towards her. Ganeda opened her arms. Sheis scarcely bigger
than me! | thought in surprise as| moved into the older woman's
reluctant embrace. The High Priestess had seemed so tdl and stately
before.

Then Ganeda gripped my shoulders and drew me hard against
her breast. Eldri, crushed between us, woke with a sudden squirm and
ayip of surprise. The priestess released me asif | had been ahot cod,
and | fdlt the betraying colour flood into my face asthelittle dog poked
her head up through the loose neck of my gown.

Someone stifled agiggle, but my ownimpulseto laugh died at
Ganeda’s frown.

"What isthis? Do you think to mock us here?' Therewasan
undertone in the voice of the priestesslike distant thunder.

"Sheisafagriedog!" | exclamed, my eyesfilling with tears. "The
L ake people gave her to me!™

"A rare and wonderful creature,” Cigfollaput in before Ganeda
could spesk again. "' Such gifts are not bestowed lightly.”

From the other priestesses came amurmur of agreement. For a
moment longer that menta thunder echoed inthe air, then, asit became
clear that most of the priestesses were viewing me with sympathy,
Ganeda clamped down on her anger and managed atight smile.

"A finegift indeed,” she said thinly, "but the Hall of the Priestesses



isnot the place for her."
"l am sorry, my lady,” | sammered, "1 did not know where-"

"It makes no difference," Ganeda cut me off. "The community is
waiting. Go, greet the rest of your sstersnow.”

With the puppy still peering out of my tunica, | went gratefully
into Cigfollals arms, breathing in the lavender that scented her gown.
The woman who stood next to her had the look of apaler copy of
Ganeda. In her arms she held alittle daughter whose hair blazed like a
fire

"l have seen your facein vison, little one, and | am glad to make
youwelcome! | am your cousin Sian, and thisis Dierna," she said
softly. Thelittle girl grinned toothily, asfair and fat achild as one might
hopeto find. Next to that flaming hair, her mother seemed even more
palid, asif she had given dl her strength to her offspring. Or perhaps, |
thought, it was growing up in the shadow of Ganedathat had sapped
the strength from her.

"Hello, Dierna” | squeezed the plump hand.
"I'mtwol" proclamed thelittle girl.

"You certainly arel" | answered after amoment's confusion.
Apparently that was the right answer, for San also smiled.

"You are very welcometo Avalon,” she said then, bending to kiss
me on the brow.

At least one member of my mother'sfamily was glad to seeme, |
thought as| turned to the next womanin theline.

As| moved around the circle, some of the women had a pat for



the puppy aswell, and othersaword of praise for my dead mother.
The girlswho were currently being trained on the holy ide received me
with delighted awe, asif | had intended to play atrick on the High
Priestess dl dong. Roud and Gwenna had the ruddy-fair colouring of
theroya Cdts, and Heron, the dark, narrow build of the people of the
Lake. Adiawasamog astdl as|, though her hair was alighter brown.
Tuli, who surveyed them from the eminence of her gpproaching
initiation, and her younger sister Wren, had fair hair, cut short like that
of the others, and grey eyes. Thiswas not the way that | had intended
to impress them, but for good or ill, the little dog seemed to be a
powerful talisman.

And then the formality of greeting was over, and the solemn row
became a crowd of chattering women. But as the girls swept me away
to the safety of the House of Maidens, | saw Ganeda watching me and
redlized that if my aunt had didiked me before, she would hate me now.
| had grown up in aprince's court, and | knew that no ruler can afford
to be mocked in her own hall.

CHAPTER TWO

AD 262-263

"But where do people go when they vist Faerie? Does the spirit
journey only, asin adream, or does the body really move between the
worlds?'

| waslying on my belly with the sunlight soaking into my back,
and Wren'swords seemed indeed to come from another world. A part



of my mind was awarethat | lay on the earth of the holy idewith the
other maidens, listening to Suona's teaching, but my essence was
floating in some strange in-between state from which it would be very
easy to traved entirely away.

"You are here, are you not?" asked Suonatartly.

"Not dl here-" whispered Adlia, giggling. Asusud, she had
claimed aplace next to me.

"Y ou passed through the mists to come to this place, otherwise
you would have ended on InisWitrin," the priestess continued. "It is
eader tojourney in the spirit only, but indeed, the body may aso be
trandated, by those who are trained in the ancient wisdom. ..."

I rolled over and sat up. It was an unusudly warm day in the
springtime, and Suona had brought her chargesto st in the apple
orchard. Light fel in ashifting shimmer through the young leaves,
dappling the undyed linen gowns of the girlswith gold. Wrenwas
thinking over the answer, head cocked to one side like the bird from
whom shetook her name.

She could aways be depended on to state the obvious, and as
the youngest of the girls being trained on Avaon, shecameinfor a
good dedl of teasing. | had seen how it was when a new member was
introduced to a pack of hounds, and had expected that they would

gang up on me.

But even though Ganeda showed me no favour, | wasareation
of the Lady of Avalon. Or perhapsit wasmy size, for at thirteen, Aelia
and | were astall as many of the grown priestesses, or because Wren
was such an easy target, but it was the younger girl who got picked on
and | who did my best to protect her.



"The Chrigtians have atale of aprophet called Elijah who went
up to heavenin achariot of fire," | said brightly. As part of our
education we had been taken to aservice on the other ide. "Was hean
adept aswdl?’

Suonalooked alittle sour, and the other girlslaughed. They had
become accustomed to thinking of the Chrigtians of Inis Witrin as
foolish, if generaly kindly, old men who mumbled prayers and had
forgotten the ancient wisdom. And yet, if what | had heard of the holy
Joseph who was their founder was true, they dso had known
something of the Myderiesa onetime.

"Perhaps" Suonasaid unwillingly. "'l suppose that the laws of the
Spirit World are like the laws of the world of Nature, and do not
operate much differently in other landsthan they do here. But itisin
Avadon that the old ways are practised and the truth remembered. To
maost men, this place isadream and arumour of magic. Y ou are very
fortunate to be dwdling here!"

The giggles subsided and the girls, recognizing thet their teacher's
patience was thinning, arranged their skirts decoroudy around them and
sat up straight once more.

"l remember how it felt to go through the migtsthefirst time," said
[, "for | came here only three years ago. It was asif my mind was being
turned ingde out, and then the world changed.”

Only three years-and yet now it was the world outside that
seemed adream. Even my grief for my father, who had been dain
fighting the Saxon raiders, had eased. My hostile gregt-aunt was now
my closest relation, but the other priestesses were kind to me, and
among themaidens, Adiawas my fast friend.

Suonasmiled alittle. "l supposethat is as good adescription as
any. But that is not the only way to move from world to world. To



travel from thelife of thetribesto Londinium isto the spirit asgreet a
journey, and some of those who makeit fdl ill and pineliketrees
transplanted to unfriendly soil because their minds cannot bear the

change”

| nodded. | had been to Londinium severa times during my
childhood, and though Prince Julius Codius might have been Romanin
name and taught his children to speek Latin aswell astheir mother
tongue, | could still remember the shock as we passed through the gate
of the city and the noise of the capitd rose around us, like jumping into
thesea

"But do our bodies go to Faerie?' said Wren, who could stick to
atopic like aterrier when her interest was aroused.

Seeing Suonas frown, | stepped in once more. "We know that
our solid bodies are sitting herein the orchard below the Tor, but
except that the weether is sometimes alittle different, Avaonisnot so
unlike the outside world."

"There are other differences," said the priestess, "which you will
learn about when you are more advanced in your training. Certain kinds
of magic work more easily here, because we are a a crossing of the
lines of power, and because of the structure of the"For... But for the
most part what you say istrue.”

"But Fagrieisnot thesame,” put in Tuli. "Time there runs dower,
anditsfolk aremagic.”

"That iss0, and yet even there, amortal who iswilling to pay the
price may dwel."

"What isthe price?" asked I.

"Tolosethe gradua sweet changes of the seasons, and al the



gathered wisdom of mortality.”

"Isthat so bad athing?' asked Roud, her red hair glinting as her
braid svung forwards. "If you go when you are young?'

"Would you like to have stayed forever nine years old?' Suona
asked.

"When | wasnine, | wasababy!" Roud said from the eminence
of her fourteen years.

"Each age hasits own ddlights and contentments,” the priestess
went on, "that you will missif you go where time has no meaning,
beyond the circles of theworld.”

"Of course | want to grow up,” muttered Roud. "But who would
want to be old?'

Everyone, thought I, if Suonawasto be believed. It was hard,
though, to credit it, when young eyes could gaze through the trees to
the dazzle of sun on water, and young earslisten to the song of the lark
as shelifted skyward, and ayoung body twitched with impatience to
run with Eldri through the long grass, to dance, to be free.

"And that iswhy, for the most part, we make our journeysin the
spirit only," Suonaadded. "And at the moment, yours are bouncing
about like lambsin ameadow. If you will be so kind asto focus your
minds for afew moments, we have work to do."

Alas, thought I, it was nothing so exciting asajourney to Faerie.
The folk of Avaon, both priestesses and priests, did not spend al their
timeinritua. Wool and flax must be spun, the gardens tended,
buildings repaired. But at least some of the work involved the heart as
wdll asthe hands. Now, when the fruit was setting, was the time for
working with the spirits of the trees.



"Sit ill, then, and rest upon the earth-" Asthe priestess spoke,
the girls settled obediently into the position for meditation, legs crossed
like the Horned One when he blessesthe animals.

| closed my eyes, my breathing dipping automaticaly into the
dow, regular, rhythm of trance.

" See with your mind this orchard-the rough and smooth of the
bark on the apple trees, the glitter of leaves asthe wind moves them.
And now, begin to see with other senses. Reach out and touch the
Spirit of the tree before you. Sense power radiating around itin a
goldenglow.”

Asthe gentle voice continued, | found mysdlf shifting into that
passive state in which images formed amost as soon as| heard the
words. Whether | wasfeding or imagining | could not tell, but | knew |
was touching the spirit of thetree.

"Let your own power flow outwards-thank the tree for the fruit it
has given, and offer some of your energy to help it make more...'

| et out my breath with asigh, feding myself snking deeper and
deeper, even asthe tree became a brighter glow. And soon | redlized
that what | was seeing was not a bright tree-shape, but the shining form
of awoman, who held out her arms and smiled. For amoment |
seemed to see another country beyond me, shimmering with a beauty
beyond even that of Avalon. A responding joy pulsed through meina
wavethat carried dl awareness avay.

When | cameto mysdf, | waslying on my back inthe grass.
Suonawas bending over me. Beyond the priestess | could see Adlia,
watching with apale face and worried eyes.

"Y ou were to use some of your energy-" said Suonatartly,
straightening. Beads of perspiration glistened on her brow, and |



wondered just how hard it had been to bring my spirit back again. "A
priestess must learn not only to give, but to control, her power!"

"l am sorry,” | whispered. | felt not so much wesk as transparent,
or perhaps it was the substance of the world that had grown thinner, for
| could still see aglow through the trunk of the appletree.

Spring turned to summer, but Sian, the Lady's daughter,
continued to ail. Often, during those long days, the care of her two
daughtersfdl to me. | had become quite astory-tdler in my quest to
amuse them. Sometimes, one of the boysthe Druids weretraining, like
little Haggaia, would join us.

"In the old and olden days, before the Romans came, therewas a
king in the westlands whose people complained because his queen had
givenhimnoson,” sad .

"Did she have adaughter?' asked Dierna, her bright head flaming
in the afternoon light that danted through the trees around the holy well.
It was cool here at the end of summer, listening to the endless sweet
song of the cold waters that welled from the sacred spring.

Her little Sster Beccawas adeep on apile of blankets nearby
with Eldri curled up beside her. Thelittle dog had grown too big for me
to carry inthe front of my gown, but she was gill no larger than acat.
Except for her black nose, she looked like abundle of white fleece,
deegping there. Haggaialay on hisbelly, half-supported on his elbows,
hisbrown har glinting inthe sun.

"Not that | ever heard,” | replied.

"That iswhy they complained, then," said Diernadecidedly. "It
would have been dl right if she had had agirl."

This afternoon, Sian was resting. She had never redlly recovered



her strength after Beccas birth last winter, and none of Cigfolla's herbal
remedies seemed to help her. | knew that the elder priestesses were
worried, though they did not speek of it, from the gratitude with which
they accepted my offersto take care of thetwo girls. But intruth | did
not mind, for Beccawas as bright and bouncy as a puppy, and Dierna
likethelittle Sster that | had awayslonged for.

"Do you want to hear what happened or not?' | asked her,
amused in spite of mysdif.

Haggaia pulled aface, but it was no wonder that Diernathought a
daughter more important, living on the holy ide where the Druids were
subject to thewill of the Lady of Avaon. If there had been aMerlin,
the authority might have divided more evenly, but the last had died
shortly after | was born, and no one had inherited his powers.

"So what happened?’ demanded the boy.

"Theking loved hislady, and hetold his counsdllorsto give them
another year to have a child. And sure enough, before the year was
over they had alittle daughter-"

Thiswas not the way the singer in my father's hall had told the
gtory, but he was no Druid to memorize the old lore exactly, and had
often said that abard must adapt his materid to thetaste of his
audience. Encouraged by Dierndsgrin, | forged ahead.

"The queen had women to watch by her, but they fell adeep, and
while they were dl deeping, thelittle princess disappeared! When the
women woke up, they were terrified that the king would be angry.
Now that same night the queen's hound-bitch had given birth to
puppies, so the women took two of the puppies and killed them and
smeared blood on the queen's mouth and set the bones beside her, and
when the king came, they swore that the lady had eaten her own child!"



Now, not only were the children frowning, but Eldri had roused
from her deep and was staring a me with reproachful brown eyes, asif
she understood every word.

"Do | haveto pleaseyou, too?" | muttered, trying to think how |
could savethe story. "Don't cry, Diernait will come out dl right, |
promiseyou!"

"Did the queen die?" whispered Haggaia.

"Indeed she did not, for the king loved her and did not believe the
accusations, though he could not prove them wrong. But they did
punish her."

"They would have known the bones belonged to puppies, if she
had been on Avalon,” Diernadeclared. "But | am sorry for the mother
dog who lost her children,” she added in gpology to Eldri.

"Shewas not the only one!” said |, forging ahead quickly without
worrying about the traditiond form of the tale. "In the same country
there was afarmer whose hound-bitch gave birth to one puppy every
year that disappeared, just like the queen's child. So the farmer stayed
up one night to see what was happening-" | paused dramaticaly.

"Was there amongter?' asked Dierna, her eyes round.

"Therewasindeed, and the farmer swung hisaxe and cut off the
claw with which it had the puppy clutched tight, and then he started to
chase the beast he could hear rushing away. He could not catch it, but
when he came back to the barn what do you suppose he found?!

"Therest of the puppies?' Haggaiaexclamed.

Eldri yipped gpproval, and | made yet another change to the
story. "Not only were the puppies there, but beside them was alovely



little girl wrapped in an embroidered cloth, and shelooked just like the
queent™

"And they took her back to her mother then, didn't they, and they
wered| happy-" Diernawas bouncing with pleasure as she provided
her own ending to thetale. "And the puppiestoo, and they dl grew up
together, just like you and Eldri!"

| nodded, laughing, asthe little dog bounded to Diernaand leapt
up againg her, licking her face enthusagticdly. Thelittlegirl fdl
backwards and child and dog rolled over and over acrossthe grass. At
the noise, Becca began to stir, and | went to pick her up.

"Isthishow you fulfil your trust?"

| looked up in darm, blinking at the dark shape that stood
between me and the sun. | scrambled to my feet, holding the baby
tightly, and redlized it was Ganeda, her worn features set in afrown.
But that was nothing new. The High Priestess usudly frowned when she
looked at her sster's child.

"Look at them-it isdisgraceful! Diernal Let go of that dirty beast
now!"

| blinked at that, for Blossom's curly coat shone like washed
fleece in the sun. The dog stopped firgt, and then thelittle girl, the
laughter fading from her face as shelooked up at her grandmother.

"Get up! You arethe heir of Avaon! And you, boy-go back to
the Men's Side. Y ou have no business herel™

| lifted one eyebrow. Diernacame of the priestly line, to be sure,
but so did I. And high priestesses, like Roman emperors, were chosen
by their followers on the basis of merit, not bloodlines. She wants to
rule Avalon even after she herself passes on, | thought then, and if



her daughter dies she will lay the burden on this child...

"Yes, grandmama,” said Dierna, getting to her feet and brushing
the leaves from her gown. Haggaiawas aready edging away, hoping to
make his escape before worse befell.

For amoment Eldri glared a the High Priestess, then she trotted
acrossthe grass and very ddliberately urinated below atree. | bit my lip
to keep from laughing as Ganedaturned back to her.

"Itistimefor San to nursethe baby. | will take the children now."

With difficulty, | detached Beccastiny fingersfrom the neck of
my gown and handed her to the old woman. Ganeda strode up the hill,
and Dierna, after casting one regretful look over her shoulder, followed
her. As| watched them go, a cold nose poked my leg. | picked up the
little dog and cuddled her.

"l am sorry you lost your playmate,” | said softly, but in truth, it
was Diernathat | pitied most, and for the child there was nothing thet |
could do.

From timeto time some pilgrim to Avaon would bring news of
the world beyond the mists. Theimperium Galliarum established by
Postumusin the year | had come to Avaon now included Hispaniaas
well as Galiaand Britannia, and there did not seem to be much that the
Emperor Gallienus, plagued by a series of pretendersin the other
sectors of hisempire, could do to reassert hisauthority. It was
Postumus, not Rome, who had appointed Octavius Sabinusto govern
Lower Britannia. Rumour had it that he was rebuilding some of the
fortresses that had falen into disarray when the troops that manned
them had been sent to bolster waning Roman strength on the continent,
but there was not much urgency in the matter, for the North had been
quiet for somewhile.



Indeed, though each year it seemed that Gdllia suffered the
incursion of some new breed of barbarian, Britannialay lappedina
charmed peace, asif the mists had rolled outwards to separate it from
the world. The harvests were good, and the northern tribes remained
peacefully on their own side of the Wall. If the western regions of the
Roman Empire were to be forever sundered from the remainder, in
Britannia, at least, no one seemed disposed to mourn.

Of these events, only rumours cameto Avalon. Here, the passing
of time was marked by the great festivasthat honoured the turning of
the seasons, celebrated year after year in an eterna and unvarying
symmetry. But each winter Ganeda seemed to grow more grey and
bent, and the girlswho dept in the House of Maidens blossomed more
brightly with the approach of womanhood every spring.

One morning just after the equinox, | was awakened by adull
achein my belly. When | got up and pulled off my deeping robe, |
discovered the bright stain of my first moonblood on the skirt of the
nightgown.

My first response was agreat relief and satisfaction, for Heron
and Roud had aready made their passage, though they were even
younger than |. But they were smdl and deek and rounded, while my
growth had al goneinto my long limbs. Cigfolla had told me not to fret,
that the plump girls dways matured first, and put on even morefleshin
their middlieyears.

"When you passthirty and gill have awaistline you will be
grateful for your lean build," the older woman had told me. ™Y ou will
%ll

But | was now thetalest girl in the House of Maidens, and if my
breasts had not begun to grow, | would have wondered if | ought to
have been living with the boys the Druids were training on the other
gdeof the hill instead of with the priestesses. Even Adlia, who wasvery



likemein build, had begun her courses ayear ago.

| understood what must be done-Heron and the others had been
only too eager to explain. | knew that | was blushing, but | managed to
keep my voice matter-of-fact when | went to ask old Cielafor the
absorbent moss and the lengths of linen that had been washed to
downy softnessthat | would need towrapitin.

| bore the congratul ations of the other women aswell as| could,
wondering al the while how long Ganedawould make me wait for my
ritudl. The body's maturing was only an outwards marker. Theinner
transformetion from child to maiden would be confirmed by my rite of

passage.

They camefor meat the dtill hour just past midnight, when only
those who kept vigil for the Goddess should have been waking. | had
been dreaming of running water. Asthe hood came down over my
head it became anightmare of drowning. For afew panicked moments
| struggled againgt the hand that had clamped over my mouth, then
returning awareness identified the scent of the lavender that the
priestesses stored with their robes, and | understood what was

heppening,

Last year, it had been Adiawho had been missing from her bed
when the horn call awakened usto salute the risng sun, and then,
Heron. They had been returned, pae with fatigue and smug with
secrets, for the celebration that evening, and neither by threats nor by
urging could they be compdlled to tell the uninitiated girlswhat had
occurred.

But beyond reinforcing a sense of superiority that had seemed to
me to be excessve aready, whatever had happened to them seemed to
have done them no harm. | forced my limbsto relax. | sensed the
beginning of agrowl! from Eldri, who dways dept in the curve of my
arm, and pressed the little dog back into the bedclothes, stroking the



dlky fur until thetendon left her smadl frame.

I wish you could go with metoo, | thought, but | must do this
alone... Then| sat up and alowed my invisible abductorsto help me
out of the bed, wrap awarm cloak around me, and lead me away.

Grave crunched beneath my feet, and | knew they were taking
the path beside the Lake. | smelled the dank scent of marsh and heard
the wind whisper in the reedbeds, and wondered, for a moment,
whether they meant to take me across the water to one of the other
ides

Severd times my escort reversed direction, spinning me about
until my head whirled and only afirm grip on my elbow kept mefrom
fdling. Ingtinctively | lifted ahand to the hood, and someonedse
prevented mefrom lifting it.

"Do not attempt to see,”" came aharsh whisper inmy ear. "You
have set your feet upon the path to afuture you cannot know. Y ou
must walk thisway without looking back to your childhood, trusting the
wisdom of those who have gone before to show you the way. Do you
understand?"

| nodded, accepting theritual necessity, but | had always had an
excdlent sense of direction, and as my dizziness passed | could fed the
power of the Tor to my right, likeapillar of fire.

Then we were climbing, and my skin pebbled asit was touched
by chill, moit air. | heard the musicd gurgling of water, and thelittle
procession came to a halt as someone opened agate. | was hearing the
stream that overflowed from the Blood Spring at the foot of the Tor, |
thought then. To know where | was made mefed alittle less
vulnerable. | tried to convince mysdf that | was trembling because of
the cold.



Suddenly, through the coarse weave of the hood | glimpsed the
red gleam of torches. The hood was plucked off, and | realized that |
had been right, for we were standing before the gate to the enclosure
around thewell. But everything looked strange. Velled women
surrounded me, anonymousin the flickering light. The smallest of them
held my arm. They took my cloak then, and the thin deeping robe,
leaving me naked before them, shivering in the chill air.

"Naked you came into theworld," said the same harsh voice that
had spoken before. "Naked you must make your passage into your
new life"

The one who held me pulled me back. | guessed it was Heron,
from her size. It must be the responsibility of the most recent initiate to
guide the next one. The other women were forming into aline between
me and the gate, legs spread wide.

"Through this passage you came into the world. Pass through the
birthing tunnel and be reborn-"

"Y ou must crawl between their legsto the gate," hissed Heron,
pushing me down.

"Through thistunnel you are born into the circle of women.
Through this passage you will enter anew world."

Biting my lip asthe gravel dug into my kneecaps, | crawled
forward. | fet the rough weave of woollen cloaks and the softness of
linen gowns brush my back. As| passed between the priestesses
thighs, smooth skin did past my own and | smelled the musk of their
womanhood, dizzying asincense. It was a shock to emerge from the
warmth of that tunndl of flesh into the cool air of the garden beyond.

The gate was open. My guide led methrough it and the other
women followed, spreading out to either Sde. The last oneto enter



closed the gate behind me. Torchlight glittered red on the still waters of
the pooal.

A tall form stepped forward, blocking my view of the others. The
shape wasthat of Cigfolla, but she seemed taller, and her voice had the
unearthly resonance of ritud.

"Y ou have comeinto the temple of the Great Goddess. Know
that She wears as many forms aswomankind, and yet Sheissingular
and supreme. Sheiseterna and unchanging, and yet she shows Hersdlf
to usin adifferent guise with each season. SheisMaiden, forever
untouched and pure. Sheis Mother, the Source of All. And Sheis
ancient Wisdom that endures beyond the grave. Eilan, daughter of
Rian, are you willing to accept Her in dl Her guises?!

I licked lipsthat were suddenly dry, but | was pleased to hear my
answer coming steedily and clear.

The priestessraised her amsin invocation.

"Lady, we come here to welcome Eilan daughter of Rian into our
circle, and to ingtruct her in the mysteries of womanhood. Holy One,
hear us now! May our words express Thy will as our bodies show the
form of Thy divinity, for we eat and drink and breethe and lovein
Thee...'

"Beit s0-" came amurmur of assent from around the circle, and |
fet mysdf beginto relax.

Heron draped the cloak around my shoulders again and pushed
me forwards. Three chairs had been set on the other side of the well.
The other priestesses had unveiled, but the three who were enthroned
were still swathed in folds of gossamer linen, white, and black, and in



themiddle, red. Adiawas Sitting acrossthe circle; as she caught my
eyesheamiled.

"Daughter of the Goddess, you have left childhood behind,” said
Heron, with the careful intonation of one repesting newly-learned lines.
"Learn now what the seasons of your life shal be."

| knelt before the priestess who wore the white vell. For a
moment there was silence. Then the sheer fabric trembled asitswearer
laughed. The sound came sweet and silvery asatrill of bells, and |
shivered, understanding that something more than ahuman priestess
was here.

"l am the flower that blooms on the bough,” said the Maiden.

Thevoice waslight, sweet with promise, asfamiliar to measmy
own, even though | was certain | had never heard it before. To hear it
was like listening to the song of my soul, and | knew that thiswas the
Goddessindeed.

"l am the crescent that crownsthe sky
| am the sunlight that glitters on thewave
and the breeze that bends the new grass.
No man has ever possessed Me,
andyet | antheend of dl desire.
Huntress and Holy Wisdom am |,
Spirit of Inspiration, and Lady of FHowers.
Look into the water and you will see
My face mirrored there, for you belong to Me...."

| closed my eyes, overwhelmed by the image of the Lake,
haf-velled by aglver mist of rain. Then the clouds parted. Standing on
the shore was a young man whose hair shone like the beams of the sun,
and nearby, | saw mysdlf, my hair grown long, so | knew that thiswas
some yearsin thefuture. | was moving towards him, but as | reached



out to touch his hand the scene changed. Now | was seeing the light of
abonfire upon a Betane tree crowned with flowers. Men and maidens
danced wildly around it, and among them | saw the same young man,
his eyes dight with exadtation asaveiled figure | knew to be mysdlf was
led forwards by priestesses crowned with flowers. Then he was
sweegping meinto hisarms.

Now we were within the sacred bower. He pulled off the
maiden'sveil and | saw my own face, dight with joy. | glimpsed the
crescent moon through the new leaves, and then the scene dissolved in
ashower of stars, and | was mysdlf again, looking up at the Mystery
hidden by thewhite veil.

"l hear you," | whigpered in ashaking voice. "l will serveyou.”

"Will you swear now to give up your maidenhead only to the man
whom | shdl choosefor you, inthe holy ritesof Avaon?'

| stared, wondering if thiswas atest, for surely the Lady had just
shown me the man | was destined to love. But the voice had lost that
unearthly sweetness, and | thought that perhaps the Goddess had
departed again. Still, | had known that this oath was required of al who
served as priestesses on Avaon.

"l swear," | said gladly, for evenin that glimpse of vison my soul
had begun to yearn for the young man | had seen.

"Itiswell," said the Maiden, "but thereisyet Another whom you
must hear-" | sat back, turning alittle towards the second figure, whose
crimson vell glowed with the torches fire.

"l amthe fruit that swells on the branches. | am the full
moon that rulesthe sky..." Thisvoicewasal golden, powerful asthe
purr of some grest cat, honey-sweet, and comforting as newly-baked
bread.



"l am the sunin her splendour
and thewarm wind that ripensthe grain.
| givemysdf in my own times and seasons,
and bring forth abundance.
| an Migtressand Mother, | give birth and | devour.
| am the lover and the beloved,
and you will oneday belongto Me..."

Asl listened to thisvoice, | understood that thistoo was the
Goddess, and bowed my head respectfully. And in that gesture of
acceptance, visSion came once more upon me.

| was on a Roman trading boat, wallowing dong under full sail.
Behind melay the silver glitter of the sea, but the boat was moving into
the mouth of amighty river that had carved many branching channels
through aflat coastal plain. Beside me stood the man who had courted
me, his eyesfixed on the horizon. The scene changed: | was heavy with
child, and then | was holding the babe at my breast, alarge and hedlthy
boy with ashock of fair hair. The shock of sensation asthe infant bit
down on my nipple sent me back into my body again.

"l hear you," | whigpered, "and when my season comes, | will
saveyou.”

"You will indeed,” the Lady replied, "but thereisyet Another
whom you must hear-"

| shivered asthe dark draperies that swathed the third figure
dirred.

"l am the nut that clings to the leafless bough," camea
whisper like the rubbing of bare branchesin the winter wind.

"l am the waning moon whose sickle harveststhe stars
| amthe setting sun



and the cool wind that heralds the darkness.

| am ripe with years and with wisdom,

| see dl the secretsbeyond the Vell.

| am Hag and Harvest Queen, Witch and Wisewoman,
and you will oneday belongto Me..."

That whisper was awind that whirled my awareness outwards
once more. | saw mysdlf older, my garments rent and my cheeks wet
with tears, watching afunera fire. For amoment the flames parted and
| glimpsed the fair-haired man. At the pain of that recognition, the scene
changed to a hal faced with marble and gold in which | stood, wearing
adiadem and a purple robe.

But before | could wonder what | was doing there, it shifted once
more, and | saw myself draped in black, waking the sandy shore
besdethe sea. | turned from the merciless glitter of sun on water to a
landscape of bare rock with the severe, stripped beauty of askull. It
filled mewith fear, and yet | knew it wastherethat | must go.

And at that, alonging awakened within me for the cool mistsand
green hillsof my own country, and | cameto mysdf once more, Sitting
upon the grass beside the sacred well.

"You arethe Goddess" | breathed, "and | will serve Y ou. Only
let meend my lifehere, in Avaon..."

"Do you ask for compassion?' asked the black-velled figure. "'l
have none-only necessity. Y ou cannot escape me, for | am your
Oedtiny.”

| sat back, shivering, but mercifully, the Wisewoman did not
Spesk again.

I had not been aware of the passage of time, but overhead the
sky was growing pale, and | could fed in the air the moist chill that



herads the dawn.

"Y ou have faced the Goddess,” said Cigfolla, "and She has
accepted your vows. Purified, you shdl st your vigil, and when the day
isdone, return to the community to be honoured in a celebration. Y our
new life beginswith therising of the sun.”

Heron helped meto get up, and al the women moved towards
the pool below the sacred spring. Asthe sky lightened, they
surrounded it in a protective circle. Heron pulled off my cloak, and as|
stood shivering, began to pull off her own robe aswell. The other
mai dens and the younger priestesses were doing the same, and | felt a
moment's satisfaction to see that | was not the only one whose skin was
pebbling in bumps like a plucked fowl.

| redlized that for some time now birds had been singing, their
triumphant chorus caling up the sun from the apple trees. Mist il lay
aong the ground and hung in the branches, but overhead it was
thinning, and the falling torches burned paein the brightening air.
Moment by moment the world was becoming morevisible, asif it were
only now coming into manifestation. Slowly, the smooth dope of the
Tor emerged from mists suffused with rosy light.

It grew brighter. Heron took my arm and drew me down into the
pool. The other young women followed, sea-shellsin their hands. |
gasped as the cold water touched my skin, and again asthefiery orb of
the sun lifted suddenly above the horizon, refracting from each drop of
mist and every ripplein the water in ablaze of rasy light. | lifted my
armsin adoration, and saw my own pale flesh grow radiant.

Heron dipped up water and poured it over me, but the fire within
mewe comed itsicy flame.

"By the water that isthe Lady's blood may you be cleansed,”
came the murmur of voices as the other maidens did the same. "Now



let the water bear away all soil and Sains. Let dl that hid your true self
be dissolved away. Be till, and let the water caress your body, asfrom
the water that isthe Womb of the Goddess you are reborn.”

| sank down into the water, and the locks of my unbound hair
floated upon the surface, shining likethe rays of the sun. A part of my
mind knew that the water was cold, but my entire body wastingling as
if | bathed inlight; | could fed each particle of my flesh being
transformed.

For atimelessmoment | floated in the water. Then soft hands
were drawing me upwards, and | emerged into thefull light of day.

"Now arise, Eilan, clean and shining, revedled in dl your beauty.
Arise and take your place among us, Maiden of Avaon!”

CHAPTER THREE
AD 265

It was the end of summer and | was trimming the hazel hedge
when something stung my calf. | jumped and turned, striking out
inginctively with the branch | had just cuit.

"Ah ha" Dierna danced backwards, waving the twigs she had
snatched from the pile on the path. " Got you!™

At eight, Dierna's red head blazed like atorch. Two-year-old
Beccatoddled behind her. | reached out to steady the little one as
Dierna dashed away once more, then ran after her, swishing my own
branch menacingly, though | suppose | rather spoiled the effect by

laughing.



"Are you watching Beccatoday?' | asked when dl three of us
had collapsed, breathless, on the grass.

"l suppose S0, answered thelittle girl. " She follows me
everywhere-"

| nodded. | had heard the older priestesses talking, and knew
that Sian till tired eaglly. It wasinevitable that Diernashould end up
with much of the respongibility for her little Sster.

Sian did not seem to bein pain, but her strength waned with each
month, and even when the moon grew full once more, it did not return.
Ganeda sad nothing, but there were new linesin her face. | found
mysdlf pitying the older woman, but | knew | wasthelast person from

whom my aunt would accept sympathy.

Long before felt ready to get up again, Diernawas bouncing to
her feet to run after Becca, whose sturdy legs were dready carrying her
down the path.

"There are ducklingsin the reed-beds!" exclaimed Dierna. "Come
with usand see!"

"l wish | could,” | told her, "but | have promised to finish this
hedge before dinner.”

"Y ou haveto work dl thetime!™ complained Dierna. She turned,
saw Becca disappearing around a corner, and dashed after her.

For amoment | stood watching as the red head caught up with
the brown and the two continued down the path towards the Lake,
gparkling in the afternoon sun. Then | Sghed and turned back to my
work once more.

When | wasalittle child, | had envied my older haf-brothers



their training aswarriors. In those days, to whack away with a broken
branch a some laughing guardsman had been my favourite game. They
had told me tales of Boudicca, whose armies once made the Romans
fear, and caled metheir warrior princess. But my brothers had smiled
with male superiority and assured me that the disciplinesthey were
undergoing were far too difficult for ameregirl.

Sometimes, when | remembered those days, | would wonder
whether my brothers could have endured the education | was receiving
now. In the three years since the ceremony that welcomed meto
womanhood the training of apriestess had ruled my days. True, | Hill
shared some work and classes with the younger girls and the maidens
who had been sent to Avaon to learn something of the old ways before
going hometo be married. But now | aso had other training, and
additiond duties.

The girlswho were meant to be priestesses sat with the youths
being trained by the Druids to memorize endless lists of names and
measter the eaborate symbols and correspondences by which meaning
could be enriched, or disguised. We ran races around the holy ide, for
it was held that a vigorous body was necessary to support astrong
mind. We weretrained in correct use of the voice, and practised asa
choir for the ceremonies. And with the initiated priestesses, we maidens
took our turnsto tend the flame on the dtar that was the hearth of
Avdon.

To keep watch in the temple and feed thelittle fire was not
physicaly demanding. But athough meditation was encouraged during
thevigil, deep wasforbidden. | loved to st done in the round thatched
hut on the Maidens 1de, watching the legping flame, but now, inthe
lazy warmth of afternoon, my need for deegp was beginning to catch up
with me. | found mysdlf swaying, and stared stupidly at the hazd twigin
my hand.

Better stop before | cut off one of my fingers! | thought,



blinking, and bent to set the pruning knife on the ground. The hedge
was an old one, and before me, twisted branches formed anaturd
backredt. It felt naturd to curl into it, and in another moment my eyes
had closed.

My lips moved soundlesdy. Shelter me for a little while, hazel
sister, and | will finish trimming your hair ...

I never knew whether it was some sound from below or a
whisper from the hazdl hedgeitsdlf that woke me. For amoment, still
dazed with deep, | could not think why my heart was thudding with
dam.

The shadows had lengthened just alittle, and the afternoon was
warm and till. 1 glimpsed Diernas red head near the reedbeds farther
aong the shore-the girls must be watching the ducklings. Then acloser
movement caught my eye. Beccawas crawling dong the trunk of the
old oak tree that had fdlen haf into the water during the last storm.

| leapt to my feet. "Beccal Stop!”

For amoment | thought thelittle girl had heard me, but Becca's
pause was only to grab at something in the Lake. Then shewas on her

way again.

"Becca, stop! Hold on!™ | cried as| galoped down the hill.
Diernawas standing up now, but the shordine curved inward here and
shewastoo far away. | saved the rest of my breath for running as|
saw the toddler stand up, reach towards the water with aglad cry, and
fdlin.

| felt aflicker of wonder that time, which afew moments before
had seemed to drag so endlesdy, should now be passing in such aswift
whirl. Becca had disappeared beneath the surface. Grass and shrubs
flashed past, and then | was thrashing through the shalows, reaching



out asthelittle girl came up, flailing, and snatching her into my arms.

Becca gave one hiccup, coughed up water, and then began to
scream.

In moments, it seemed, we were surrounded by priestesses. |
relinquished the child to thelittle dark Lake-woman who had been
brought to Avalon to be her nurse and sighed with relief as the sound of
Beccas criesfaded away. But in the next moment | redlized that
someonewas il ydling.

Diernawas crouched on the ground, whimpering as Ganeda
berated her with aviolence dl the more shocking because her body
was asrigid as stone. Only her hair, escaping from its coiled braids,
jerked and trembled. | stared, haf-expecting it to burgt into flame.

"Do you understand me? Y our sister could have drowned! And
with your poor mother lying ill-do you want to kill her too, by
destroying her child?’

Sheisworried about San, | told mysdf, but even the other
priestesses |ooked shocked at the venom in Ganedas tone.

Diernashook her head, grinding her cheek into the earthin an
agony of negation. Beneath the freckles her face was as white as bone.

Just asfear had moved me to save Becca, compasson
compelled meinto action now. A swift step brought meto Diernas
gde. | bent, cradling the girl in my arms asif the assault from which |
strove to protect her was physical.

" She meant no harm! She was playing-it was too much
responsbility for so young achild!” | looked up at the High Priestess,
beginning to tremble mysdf asthat furious gaze fixed on meingeed. |
used to wonder if my dead mother had resembled her sister-1 hoped



that Rian had never |ooked the way Ganeda did now.

"She must learn discipline! Sheisof the sacred line of Avaon!”
Ganeda exclamed.

Soam|, Aunt-so am | ! | thought, but my own mouth was going
dry withfear. Once | hoped that you would love me, but | don't
think you even know how!

"Get away from her, before | forget to be grateful to you for
saving thelittle one. Y ou cannot stand between Diernaand her
punishment!”

Diernagasped and clutched a my wais. | tightened my own grip,
garing up at the older woman defiantly.

"Sheisonly eight yearsold! If you frighten her to death how can
she understand?'

"And you are Sixteen!" hissed Ganeda. "Do you think that gives
you thewisdom of the Lady of Avaon?Y ou should have stayed with
your father in the Roman landd™

| shook my head. | belonged here! But Ganeda choseto take it
assubmission.

"Gwenlis, takethe child away!"

One of the younger priestesses stepped forwards, eyeing the
High Priestess uncertainly. For amoment | resisted, then it occurred to
me that the sooner Diernawas out of earshot of her grandmother's
wrath, the better it would be. | gave the girl aquick hug, and thrust her
into Gwenlissarms.

"And lock her into the storage shed!" Ganeda went on.



"No!" | exclaimed, getting to my feet again. "She will be afrad!"

"It isyou who should be afraid! Do not flout my will lest | lock
you up aswell!"

| smiled, for | had aready been through more taxing ordeglsin
my traning.

Ganedatook afurious step towards me. "Don't think | haven't
noticed how you have been spoiling the child, interfering with my
discipling, plotting to sted her affection away fromme!”

"I hardly need to do that! Y ou will earn her hatred yoursdlf if you
trest her thisway!"

"Y ou will have nothing to do with Diernaiin the future, do you
understand me? Or with Becca either!" Ganedas anger had turned
suddenly cold, and for thefirst time | felt fear. "Hear me dl of you, and
bear witness-" the High Priestess turned to fix the otherswith that icy
gaze. "Thisisthewill of the Lady of Avaon!"

Even before Ganeda finished speaking, | had decided to defy
her. But astern order sent me back up the hill to finish trimming the
hedge, and it was not until the still hour just after dusk had fallen, when
thefolk of Avaon gathered for their evening medl, that | was ableto
open the door to the storage shed unobserved.

Swiftly | dipped ingde and took the shivering child in my arms.

"Eilan?" Thelittlegirl dutched a me, sniffling. "It's cold here, and
dark, and | think there arerats..."

"Well, then, you must talk to the Rat Spirit and ask her to keep
themaway,” | said bracingly.



Dierna shuddered and shook her head.

"Don't you know how?Wewill do it together, then, and promise
her somefood for her clan-"

"Nobody has brought me any food,” whispered the girl. "I'm
hungry.”

| was glad that the darkness hid my frown. "Are you? Well,
perhaps | can bring you some of my dinner, and an offering for the Rat
Spirit too. Wewill put it outside, and ask her to take her people out
there..."

Withasigh of relief | fdt the child beginto rdax in my arms, and
garted the familiar litany of counted breathing and relaxation that would
put usin touch with the Otherworld.

| had forgotten that after dinner came the Sory-telling. The bread
and cheese made an awkward lump in the corner of my shawl, but
even when | went out to the privies there had been too many people
around for meto get away. Certainly | would be missed if | tried to
leave now, and my absence would attract just the sort of noticel
wished to avoid.

Thelong hal waslit by torches, and afire blazed on the hearth,
for even in early autumn the nightswere chill. But | could not help
imagining how Diernamust befeding, dl doneinthecold dark.

Onthefirgt day of the week the storiestold inthe hal of Avalon
were about the gods. By now, | had heard most of them, but as|
forced my attention back to the Druid who was speaking, | redized
that | had not encountered this one before.

"Our most ancient wisdom teachesthat 'All the gods are one
God, and al the goddesses one Goddess, and thereis one Initiator.’



But what does that mean? The Romans say that al the gods arethe
same, and itisonly that different peoples call them by different names.
Thusthey say that Cocidius and Belatucadros are the same as their
Mars, and cdll Brigantiaand Sulis by the name of their goddess
Minerva

"It istrue that these deities care for many of the same things. But
we teach that they are like pieces of Roman glass set one behind the
other. In that place where dl gods are One, dl coloursare contained in
the purelight of heaven. But when that white light passes through one
piece of glassit shows one colour, and asecond whereit strikes
another, and only where the glass overlaps do we see athird tone that
partakes of both of them.

"It isthe samein thisworld, where the gods show a multitude of
faces to humankind. To the untutored eye those colours may al seem
much the same, but vision is often amatter of what one haslearned
how to see..."

| blinked, wondering what € se might be explained by this
philosophy. | had had to learn how to recognize the aura that
surrounded each living thing, and to read the Sgns of coming westher in
the clouds. | was not as good yet at reading faces, dthough my aunt's
scowl needed little interpretation. Surreptitioudy | made sure the food
inmy shawl had not dipped out, wishing | could teach Diernahow to
see through the darkness. Still, tonight the moon was dmost full, and
the woven wicker wals of the storeshed should let in somelight.

"And there are some gods for whom the Romans have no
anaogueat al. They say that it isMercurius of the crossroads who
guidesthetraveller. But we have a goddess who watches over the
roads of theworld, and it isour belief that she was here even before
the Britons cameinto thisland. We cal her Elen of the Ways."

| sat up, for that was very close to the name they caled me



here-Eilan...

"In body, sheistdl and strong,” the bard-priest continued, "and it
issaid that sheloves good hounds, and the elder tree. All roads that
men travel are under her protection, both the paths that crosstheland
and the ways of the sea. Traders pray to her for protection, and where
she passes the crops grow tall.

"Perhaps it was she who first showed our ancestors the way
acrossthe seato thisidand, and certainly sheisthe one who teaches us
how to safely cross the marshesthat surround Avaon, for above dl she
loves those places where the waters mingle with the land. We cal upon
her as well when we seek to go between the worlds, for sheisaso
Midiress of the Hidden Ways..."

I remembered how redlity had shifted around me when we
passed through the mists to Avalon. Surely that was one of the roads
that Elen ruled. Dizzied by memory, | could dmost understand how it
had been done. Then the moment passed, and | redlized that the Druid
had finished tuning hislittle lap harp and was about to sing.

"Oh Lady of the moonpath bright,
and sealaneslaid by sun'sfair rays,
the dragon-paths from height to height,
and dl the holy hidden ways,
Oh Lady Elen of theWays..."

| blinked asthe flame of the torch before me separated suddenly
and rayed out in spokes of light. For amoment | was Smultaneously
aware of their infinite potentidity and the eternd balance of their radiant
centre, and understood that there was a place where dl the roads were
One. But the bard was till Singing-

"From heath and hill to marsh and fen
Thy dogs shdl guide usdl our days,



Through crooked pathslaid down by men
Sweset Lady show usdl theways,
Oh Lady Elen of the Ways..."

| thought of Eldri, and smiled a the image of the fluffy white dog
trying to tug some poor confused soul up amountain. But | knew how
many timesthe little dog's unquestioning devotion had steadied me
when Lady Ganeda swore | would never be worthy of becoming a
priestess of Avaon. Could this new goddess show me the way to my

destiny?

"When vison fades and couragefails
May thy light lead us from the maze;
When neither strength nor sense avalls,
L et thy love teach the heart new ways,
Oh Lady Elen of the Ways..."

The harp-notes died away in asweet ripple of sound. People
began to gtir from the trance into which the music, or the good dinner,
had sent them. Now, in the confusion as the group broke up to prepare
for bed, wasthe timeto take Dierna her food.

Carefully | circled around behind the privies, pulling the other end
of my shawl up to hide my pae face from the moonlight. The moon was
not yet high, and the storage shed stood in shadow. | et the shawl drop
with asigh of relief, but as | touched the door my belly tensed once
more, for it swung fredy beneath my hand.

Surdly, | thought desperatdly, | had secured the latch when |
crept away before! | dipped inside, caling softly, but beyond afaint
scratching from behind the baskets of nuts, there was no sound, and no
sgn of Diernagpart from my sash. Dierna was right, one part of my
mindinformed me. There areratsin here...

The other part was speculating frantically. Perhaps Ganedahad



taken pity on the child and released her, or one of the other priestesses
might have stepped in. But | knew that the High Priestess never
modified her judgments, and none of the others had the courage to
gainsay her. When | am grown, | thought grimly, "I will ...

Thistime took careto latch the door behind me. Then, forcing
myself not to run, | sought the snug little house where the smaller
children dept, asking, as an excuse, whether they were playing with
Eldri there. But neither the dog nor Diernawere to be seen, and the
children were unusudly quiet, asif the thought of her punishment
oppressed them all.

| bade them a hasty good night and returned to the House of
Maidens. | should give the aarm now, but | trembled at the thought of
the beating Diernawould receive for running away. Eldri jumped up,
whining, as she sensed my anxiety, and | hushed her. Then | tilled.
Eldri was no scent-hound, but she had proven her intelligence. Perhaps
there was another way.

To wait, while the other girls put on their nightrobes and brushed
out their hair, made afind visit to the privies and blew out the lamps
and turned and coughed until deep took them, was an agony. But after
an eternity had passed, dl was gtill. And il | waited, until | felt my
own eydlids growing heavy. Then | did out of bed, and hiding my shoes
beneath my shawl, tip-toed towards the door.

"What isit?'

| stifled agasp at Adlias deepy question.

"Eldri hasto go out again,” | whispered, pointing to thelittle dog,
who unlesstold to stay put, was dways haf astep behind me. "Go
back to deep.”

But instead, Adliasat up, rubbing her eyes and staring. "Why are



you carrying your shoes?' she whispered. "And your heavy shawl? Are
you doing something that will get you into trouble?’

For amoment | could say nothing. Then it cameto methat
perhaps | had better let someone know where | had gone, and | could
trust Adlianot to betray me.

"It's Diernawhao'sin trouble-" Swiftly | gave her awhispered
account of what had occurred. "I think Eldri can find her," | finished.
"Atleast | haveto try!"

"Oh Eilan, be careful!" Adiabresthed when | had finished. "I will
worry every moment until you return!™ She reached out tomeand |
bent to give her aquick hug. Then she sighed and subsided back into
her pillow, and with my heart thumping so hard | thought it should wake
themal, | let mysdf out of the door.

By now the moon wasfully risen, limning the hall and outbuildings
in harsh black and white. | would have to be swift, for there waslittle
cover. | darted from shadow to shadow, Eldri trotting behind me, until |
reached the storeshed once more.

Breathing hard, | took up the sash and held it under Eldri's nose.

"Thisis Diernas-Diernayou know her! Find Dierna, Eldri, find
her now!"

For amoment the dog sniffed at the cloth. Then she whined and
turned towards the door. | held it open, then dipped out myself, easing
it shut behind me as Eldri began to move purposefully acrossthe yard.

Thedog's certainty lifted my spirits. Aswe passed the last of the
buildings, | let out abreath | had not known | was holding, and as|
bresthed in again, felt ahint of the sametingling tickle acrossmy skin
that | had noticed sometimes when the priestesses were working with



power. | heditated, peering around me. It was not yet time for the
full-moon ritud, nor wasit one of the greeat festivas. Perhaps the Druids
were engaged in someworking; | did not know their ceremonies. But
surely something was going on, for the night was full of magic. With
luck, no onewould havetimeto redizel had gone.

Nose to the ground, Eldri moved around the base of the Tor.
Diernamust be heading towards the higher ground to the east-at this
season it was dry enough to cross into the pasturelands beyond. But
though the sky above the Tor was clear, beyond it mist lay heavy on
land and water dike, so that Avalon seemed to rise from asea of cloud.

Inaground-fog it was easy to lose one's bearings, and even if
Dierna avoided the L ake, there were bogs and hollows aplenty that
could be more treacherous ill. Had | not had the dog to guide me, |
would never have dared this path in darkness, and even o, | watched
my footing, for the dog could dance easily over ground that beneath my
weight would give way.

Now thefirgt wigps of mist were curling across the path. Wasit
even possible to pass beyond them, | wondered, without the spell?
Andif | did so, would | find mysdlf forever banished to the outside
world?

"Elen of the Ways," | whispered, "show memy path!" | took
another step and a shift in the wind brought the mist billowing around
me, catching the light so that | was surrounded by moonglow.

| called to the dog, for | could see nothing but nebulouslight, and
waited, shivering, until Eldri's pae shape appeared asif it had
precipitated from the mist. | tied one end of Dierna's sash to the dog's
collar, but in this strange state, in which air and water, light and dark
were intermingled, asthe druids said dl €lements had been joined a the
beginning of the world, there was no sense of progress. There was only
the tingling touch of power, that grew stronger as we went on.



The mist continued to brighten, and then suddenly thinned. |
stopped short, staring. Ahead, apde light that came neither from sun
nor moon showed me trees whose |eaves were edged with brightness,
and meadows starred with flowers. Just where | stood the path
branched into three. The left-hand path curved around and disappeared
back into the darkness. The narrow path on the right twisted its way
over asmdl hill, and it seemed to me that when | turned my head in that
direction, | could hear the sweet ringing of abell.

But the middle way was broad and bright and fair, and it was
towardsthat path that Eldri was pulling me.

Fear was replaced by agreat wonder. Before merose a
venerable oak tree. Gazing up at its mighty branches, | knew that | had
passed beyond the borders of Avaon, or any land inhabited by men,
for surely the Druids would have made an enclosure around such atree
asthisand hung offerings upon its branches. | touched the trunk, so
wide that three people together would scarcely be able to embrace it,
and felt athrumming in thewood, asif thelife of thetree pulsed
beneath my hand.

"My grestingsto you, Father Oak. Will you extend your
protection to mewhile | walk in thisrelm?' | whispered, bowing, and
shivered asthe leaves whispered in answer.

| took acareful breath, focusing my sensesas| had been trained
to do. In my first days on Avaon everything had seemed much more
alive thanit did in the outside world. Now that sensewasintensified a
hundredfold, and | understood that as the moon was to the sun, so was
the magic of Avaon to thisredlm which wasits source and itsorigind.

The sash had come loose from Eldri's collar, but it no longer
mattered. Thelittle dog was a glimmering shape that danced ahead of
me, and white flowerets starred the track where she had passed. Did |
see the dog thisway because we werein Faerie, | wondered, or was it



only in Faeriethat her true nature was revealed?

The path led to a copse of hazdl, like thosethat | had been
trimming-only this morning-when Beccaamost drowned. With apang |
redized that | had nearly forgotten why | had come here. Timeran
differently in Faerie, | had heard, and it was easy to |ose one's memory
aswell asonesway.

But these hazels had never known the touch of iron. And yet,
though untrimmed they might be, surely some mind had guided their
luxurianceinto thisinterlace of supple branchesin which therewas only
one opening, through which Eldri had disappeared. For amoment |
hesitated, but if | could not find Dierna, | might just aswell lose myself
in Faerie, for | would surely never dareto return to Avalon. Only the
thought of Adlia, anxioudy waiting, kept me going forwards.

Asl| passed through the opening, there came a sudden singing, as
if the branches hid a chorus of birds, and yet | knew, and | had been
trained to notice such things, that these were no birds | had ever heard
on Avaon. | looked up in ddlight, hoping to see the secret sSingers.
When | lowered my gaze, a strange woman was standing there.

| blinked, finding it curioudy hard to focus, for in the lady's mantle
were d| the shifting pae golds of the leaves of the willow when autumn
comes. Red berrieswere strung like a diadem upon, her dark hair and
across her brow.

Shelooks like Heron, | thought in wonder, or like one of the
little dark folk of the Lake village! But no woman of the Lake
people had ever stood asif her surroundings had only been crested to
be her setting, stately as a priestess, noble as a queen. Eldri had runto
her, and was legping up againgt her skirtsas she did to mewhen | had
been away.

Stifling apang of jedlousy, for Eldri had never shown such



affection to anyone else before, | sank down in the obei sance due to an
empress.

"Y ou bow to me, and that iswell, but otherswill bow to you one
day."
"When | become High Priestess?’
"When you fulfil your destiny,” camethe answer. The Lady's
voice held the sweetness of bee-song on asummer's day, but |

remembered how swiftly that music could turnto fury if one threatened
the hive, and | did not know what might anger this queen.

"What ismy destiny?' heart pounding, at last | dared to ask.

"That will depend on what you choose..."

"What do you mean?"

"Y ou saw three roads when you came here, did you not?"

The Lady's voice remained sweet and low, but therewas a
compulsioninit that turned my memory to the scene, and a once it was
before me-the path that led back through the mists, the rocky road, but
the middle way was broad and fair, bordered with paelilies.

"The choice that you must make liesin the future-to seek the
world of the Romans, or the Hidden Country, or Avaon,” the Faerie

Queen continued asif | had answered her.

"But | have dready chosen," | answered in surprise. "l will bea
priestess of Avaon."

S0 says your head, but what does your heart say?' the Lady
laughed softly, and | felt aprickle of heat flush my skin.



"| suppose that when | am old enough to think about such things|
will know," | said defiantly. "But | am sworn to give mysdlf to no man
save asthe Goddess wills, and | will not bresk my vow!"

"Ah, daughter-" the Lady laughed once more, "be not so certain
that you understand what your vows mean, and where they will lead
you! Thismuch I will tel you: only when you understand who you truly
arewill you know your way-"

From somewhere, words cameto me. "Eilan | am, and Elen shdl
guideme..."

The Faerie Queen looked at me and suddenly, unexpectedly,
smiled.

"Jugt s0. And if you know that much, then you have set your feet
aready upon the path. But enough of such serious matters-for now,
you are here, and that isathing not given to many mortas. Come, my
little one, and feast with usin my hal!" Gazing at me with asweetness
that touched the heart like pain, she held out her hand.

"If I gowithyou... will I be ableto return to Avalon?" | asked
hestantly.

"If youwishit," camethereply.

"Andwill | find Dierna?'

"|sthat what you truly wish?' the Lady asked.

"With dl my heart!" | exclaimed.

The Faerie Queen sSghed. "The heart, again! | tell you now thet if

you find her, you will lose her, but | suppose you cannot understand.
Come and be happy for alittlewhile, if that isthe only gift that you will



accept fromme..."

Then the Lady took me by the hand, and led me by wayswinding
and unknown, and we came presently to ahall dl built from wood, not
cut and pegged, as| had seen in the lands of men, but woven and
grown all together, so that the beamswere of living wood, roofed with
branch and leaf of living green. Jutting branches held torches dong the
wals, thar paeflickering light dancing in the bright eyes of the folk who
st at the high table there.

They gave me aswest, yeasty drink in acup that was neither
slver nor gold, and as | drank, | found my weariness dissolving away.
There were baskets of strange fruits, and pies with roots and
mushroomsin arich sauce, and bread with honey.

The food refreshed my body, although, as| remembered tales|
had heard about the Faerie country, | wondered if it wereillusion. But
the harping fed something in my spirit that | did not even know had
been hungering. A young man with merry eyes and awresth of golden
wheat upon hisdark curlstook my hand and swept me into the dance.
At firg | sumbled, for thiswas nothing like the stately measures that
were thought suitable for the maidens being trained on Avaon. The
rhythm was like the drumbest that came from the Tor when theinitiated
priestesses danced with the Druids a the Beltanefiresand the girlsin
the House of Maidenslay in the darkness listening, their blood pulsing
to a besat they did not yet understand.

| laughed and let the music lift me, but when my partner would
have drawn me away from the dancing into aleafy bower, | knew it for
another temptation and dipped from his embrace and back to the
feagting table once more.

"Woas not the young man to your liking?" asked the queen.

" liked himwell enough,” said I, and felt my cheeks grow hot



with abetraying flush, for though his beauty struck no answering chord
in my heart, histouch had stirred my sensesin away | did not entirely
understand. "But | have stayed heretoo long. | hold you to your
promise, Lady, to lead me to Diernaand thence back to my home."

"Thereistime and enough for that. Wait just alittle: the grestest
of our bardsisabout to sing..."

But | shook my head. "1 must go. | will go-Eldri! Eldri, cometo
me!" | looked around in sudden terror lest the little dog, who had after
al brought meto this place, should have abandoned me. But in the next
moment | felt the drag on my skirts as the dog pawed at them. | bent to
scoop her into my arms and hugged her fiercely.

"Yes... your will isvery strong," said the Lady thoughtfully.
"Wheat if | wereto tell you that by returning to Avaon you will takethe
first steps on the path that leads away from it, and in doing so, you will
st eventsin motion that will end by forever separating it from the world
of men?'

"l will never do so!" | cried angrily.

"Thewind that istirred by abutterfly'swing may causea
tempest haf theworld away ... in the Hidden Country we do not think
on the passing of time, and so for usit runsdowly, or not at al. But
when | look into the world of men, | can observe the results of actions
that you swift-living mortalswill never see. Learn from my wisdom,
daughter, and stay!"

| shook my head. "'l belong to Avaon!™

"Beit 0," the Faerie Queen said then. "This much comfort | will
grant you: that however far you may wander, o long as you have your
hounds you will find your way home.... Go then, with the blessing of the
Elder Folk, and perhaps, from timeto time, you will remember me-"



"l will remember you..." said |, tearspricking my eyes. | set Eldri
on the ground once more, and the dog, after looking back to make sure
that | wasfollowing, trotted towards the door.

We passed into the leaf-filtered light of the faerie wood, and then,
between one step and another, into adarknessin which the glimmering
white shape of the dog ahead of me wasthe only thing | could see. And
then | felt the cold touch of mist upon my skin and dowed, shivering,
testing each step before | trusted my weight to it to be sure of keeping
to the path.

I could not be certain how long | continued in thisway, but
gradudly | became aware that the mist was brightening, and then it
thinned, and | passed through the last of it and onto the grass of the
Tor. Themoon till rode high-as high, nearly, asit had been when | set
forth. | stared at it in amazement, for surely in Faerie the feasting, and
the dancing had gone on for hours. But here | was back again, and it
was the sametime of night aswhen | had gone. But wasit the same
night, | wondered in sudden fear? Or the same month, or year? Did
Adiawait for me dill?

| started forwards, looking anxioudy about meto seeif anything
had changed, and sighed in relief to see before me the hazdl hedge, il
haf-pruned as| had |ft it. Something pale stirred in its shadow-Eldri,
sitting beside a curled hesp of clothing that on closer ingpection proved
to be the degping child.

| fell to my knees beside her, heart pounding in my breast.
"Blessed Goddess!" | breathed, "never again will | doubt you!" And
then, when my pulse had dowed nearly to its customary bedt, |
gathered the child into my arms.

"Dierna, wake up, littleone! Y ou are such agreat girl now, |
cannot carry you!"



The child tirred, burrowing deepily againgt ry breest. 'l can't go
back there-I'm afraid..."

"1 will stay with you,” said |, "and so will Eldri.”

"But she'sso little" Diernagiggled, reaching out to ruffle the dog's
curly har.

"Do not underestimate her. Sheisamagic dog,” | answered her.
In the shadow, it seemed to methat alittle of the glamour of Faerie
clung to that palefur sill. "Come now-" | got to my feet, and after a
moment's hesitation, Diernafollowed me.

| told mysdlf that | could sneak back to the House of Maidens
before | was missed in the morning, but even if Ganedalearned how |
had disobeyed, | found it hard to care. There was enough straw in the
shed to make a bed, and when | had persuaded Diernato lie down, |
told the child tales of my adventuresin Faerie until she dept once more.

And a that, the fatigue of my own night's adventuring came fully
upon me, and so it was that that when Suona came to release the child
in the dawning, she found us curled up together, with Eldri beside us
guarding the door.

CHAPTER FOUR
AD 268-70

Intheyear that | turned eighteen | |eft the House of Maidensto
dwdll in aseparate enclosure with Heron and Adliaand Roud, for the
time of initiation was gpproaching, and the disciplines which prepared
usto recelve the Mysteries required solitude. But though we three



novice priestesses were to be kept apart from the rest of the
community, we could not be isolated completdy from the rumours that
swept theide.

It was atime of desth and omens, on Avaon aswell as
elsawhere. A network of connections kept the High Priestessinformed
of what was going on in the Empire, and from time to time one of the
boatmen of the Lake village would bring alesther tube containing a
message, or the messenger himsalf, who was led blindfolded to the
house of the Lady to give hisnews. | dways suspected that the High
Priestess heard much that was never passed on to the rest of our
community.

However, the news that the self-made emperor Postumus had
been nated by his own troops when he refused to hand over the
spails of acaptured town was deemed essentia knowledge, for it was
he who had divided the West, including Britannia, from the remainder
of the Empire. A man cdled Victorinus had assumed histitle, but
rumour held that he was awarrior of the bed-chamber whose
adulteries were dready eroding his support. It was his mother
Victorina, said the reports, who redly ruled the Imperium Galiarum
now.

But to those of uswho dwelt on the holy ide these tales meant
little, for at the end of the winter Sian, Ganeda's daughter and likely
heir, lost her own battle with the illnessthat had come upon her after
the birth of her second child, and the community of Avalon was

plunged into mourning.

The year that followed seemed to promiselittle improvement. We
heard that the people of the Mediterranean, swept by plague and
famine, were blaming their troubles on the Emperor, and Gdlienus, like
hiswestern rivd, fell to an assassin'sblade. Of his successor, Claudius,
little was known save that he came from somewhere on the Danu, and
was said to be agood generd. We worried more about the Saxon



sea-raiders who were attacking the southern coasts of Britanniain ever
greater numbers.

Stll, the Saxon shore was far away. Asthe year turned towards
harvest, my own time of testing was gpproaching quickly, and that gave
me amore immediate reason to fear. Our find lessonswerethe
responsbility of the High Priestess, and now that Ganeda was once
more forced to acknowledge my existence, it was clear that she had
not learned to love me any better than before.

Sometimes it seemed to me that she blamed mefor being dive
and hedlthy when her own child lay cold in the ground. | knew that she
hoped | would fail the tests that determined who was worthy to be
caled apriestess of Avaon. But would she so far betray her own vows
asto use her powers to make sure?

| woke each morning with aknot in my belly, and approached
the garden beside the house of the High Priestess where we had our
lessonsasif it were abattlefield.

"Soon you will be sent out beyond the mists to the outer world,
to bend time and space, if you can, to return to Avaon.”

It wasafair day just after midsummer, and through the leaves of
the hawthorn hedge | could glimpse the blue glitter of the Lake. Today
the mistswere only athin haze on the horizon. It was hard to believe
that beyond them lay adifferent world.

It seemed to me that the gaze of the High Priestessrested on me
alittlelonger than on the others. | glared back at her, but | retained a
vivid memory of how it had felt to come through the miststhefirst time,
when Suona opened the gateway between the ide of the priestesses
and the world of men. At that moment, with no training whatsoever, it
had seemed to methat | dmost understood what was happening. If the
test wasafair one, with al thetraining | had received | did not think



that | would fall.

"But you must understand,” Ganeda continued, "that you are not
only being given achdlenge, but achoice. Y ou will go forth in thedress
of awoman of that world, with gold enough to take you wherever you
might wish to go, and provide you with adowry when you have got
there. No vows will bind you, save only a geas againg reveding the
secrets of Avaon. You areyoung yet, for dl our learning, and have
barely begun to taste life's joys. To discipline the mind and the body, to
go without food or deep, to lie with aman only for the Lady's
purposes, never your own, isto give up what the Goddess offers every
woman born. Y ou must consider whether you truly wish to return.”

Therewasalong silence. Then Adliacleared her throat.

"Thisismy home, and | want no other, but why must it be so
hard? If those folk out there know nothing of Avaon, what isit that we
are doing for them, and why?'

"The princdy familiesknow,” | ventured to reply. "When the
cropsinther lands arefailing, they send for one of usto perform the
Gresat Rite-that ishow | cameto be born. And they send their
daughtersto usfor training in the old ways of our people.”

"But the Romans have temples, and tax the people to support
them. Let them win favour from the gods with their offerings. Why must
we give up so much, when wereceive 0o littlein return?'

The High Priestess was watching with a sour smile, but shedid
not seem angry, so | dared to answer once more.

"Because the Romans have forgotten what the rituals mean, if
indeed they ever knew! My father used to say that they think that if
every word and action of aceremony is performed correctly, the deity
must do their bidding, and that no amount of sincere belief will matter if



one syllableiswrong.”

My tutor Corinthius, that kind and gentle man, had believed that
rituals were only ameans of holding society together, and the gods
were some kind of philosophic idedl.

"The people of my village knew better than that!" exclaimed
Heron. "Our festivas put usin harmony with the cycles and seasons of
theworld.”

"And the rituas of Avaon can change them,” Ganedaput in at
last. "We are hadfway to the Otherworld aready, and what we do here
resonates on dl the planes of existence. There have been timeswhen
we worked more openly within the world, and times when we have
stayed behind our migts, invisible, but we work with the energies of the
cosmos, according to the teachings that have come down to usfrom
theland of Atlantisthat lies now beneath the waves. It isred power,
that would destroy the mind and body of any who tried to channedl it
unprepared or untrained...”

Adlids eyes dropped before the fervour in her gaze, and then
Heron and Aelialooked away. Her gaze moved to me, and | redized |
was looking not a my aunt, who hated me, but at the Lady of Avalon. |
bowed my head in homage.

"And that iswhy we offer ourselves to the Goddess, to do Her
work within theworld, not in pride, but because She has called usin a
voicethat compels an answer,” she said softly. "Our livesare the
sacrifice”

After that day, the tension between Ganeda and myself seemed
to ease alittle, or perhapsit was only that | was beginning to
understand her now. Indeed, each day seemed to bring new
understanding, as we refined skills we thought we had mastered before.



Thevison wasfading. Reluctantly | released the image of the
Tor, ablaze with light, and willed mysdf to retrace my steps around and
around and back again to the garden. The Voice of my Guide
continued in its steady direction, keeping me from straying until the
brilliant memory of my inner journey becamethe familiar scenel saw
every day.

I opened my eyes, blinking at the sunlight, and set my hands upon
the earth to root mysalf once more in her power. The hawthorn hedge
and the carefully-tended herbs were il beautiful, even though they had
lost the glowing edges| saw in the Otherworld. Roud and Heron were
beside me. | took a deep breath of the scented air and blessed the
Goddessfor bringing me safely back again.

"Does the Sight come only to those who have been trained in the
old ways, asyou aretraining us here?" asked Roud.

The High Priestess shook her head. Since the death of her
daughter, age had come fully upon her, and the morning light that
filtered between the leaves of the apple tree showed each line and
furrow in her face with merciless clarity. If Ganedahad not madeit so
obviousthat she was teaching me with the others only because it was
her duty, | could amost have pitied her.

"There are many among our people in whom the Gift runs
srongly,” she answered, "but it doesthem little good, for it comes
unbidden, without direction or control. Untrained, they know neither
how to keep such vision from coming when they do not want it, nor
how to focus and control its power when they do, and so for them the
Sghtismoreacursethan ablessng.”

Heron frowned thoughtfully. "And that iswhy you are so careful
about when and whereyou dlow it?"

Ganeda nodded. | wondered whether she feared for the safety of



the visionary, or that the vison might be beyond her control? It seemed
to me presumptuous to think that one could set such limits upon the
speech of the gods.

For aweek now she had been speaking of the many waysin
which one might divine the future. The Druids knew the craft of reading
omens, and the bard-trance, and the dream-vision that comes when the
priest degpswrapped in the hide of the sacrificed bull. Such skillswere
aso practised by the Druids of Hibernia. The folk of the Lake village
used thelittle mushrooms that can bring visons even to the ungifted,
and would trade them to usin exchange for our medicines.

But there were other means, practised only by the priestesses.
One of them wasthe art of scrying in the sacred pool, and another the
ritein which a priestesswas set on high to seek visions at the time of
the great festivals. | had heard talk of thislast, but if the rite had been
performed since | cameto Avaon only the priestesses of the higher
grades knew.

"Go now and rest,” Ganeda said then. "Y ou think you are seers
aready because you can journey in the spirit, but that isonly the first
step. Roud has her moonblood, and must wait for another opportunity,
but tonight the other three will attempt to scry by fire and water. We
ghdll seeif any of you hasthe Gift to be an oracle.”

Her voice had grown harsh, and none of us dared to meet her
eyes. Her daughter Sian had been highly gifted in that way, and since
her death Avaon had no seeress. It must hurt my aunt to be reminded
of her loss, even as her duty pushed her to seek areplacement. The
inner work had always come easily to me, and | wondered whether |
would have an gptitude for scrying aswell. Such giftswere said to run
infamilies, soit was quite possble. But somehow | did not think
Ganeda would be pleased to see me step into her daughter's shoes.

That afternoon was spent in scrubbing the stones of the



Processiona Way, for Ganedawas a great believer in physical labour
asaway to tire the body and occupy the surface of the mind. Also, |
suppose, the drudgery wasintended to keep usfrom putting on airs,
now that we were training to be seeresses.

But even with the distraction, | could fed tension knotting my
belly as the shadows lengthened. When the bell summoned the rest of
the community to dinner, we four went instead to the Lake to bathe, for
thiswork was best done purified and fasting.

By the time we were brought to the sanctuary above the holy well
darkness had fallen. We were dressed dike in plain white garments that
hung uncinctured from an shouldersto our bare feet, and cloaks of
undyed wool. Our hair lay loose upon our shoulders. Torches had been
set dong the path; their wavering light gleamed from Heron's dark
locks, and touched Adiashair with fire. My own fine hair,
undisciplined since its recent washing, blew across my face, edged with

light

Seen through that golden veiling the familiar way gppeared
mysterious and strange. Or perhapsit was only that the day's fast and
the expectation of trance was beginning to affect me. It seemed to me
that it would be very easy to let go of ordinary awareness, and travel
between the worlds. | wondered whether the rule that one must seek
visonswhilefasting was dwayswise. It was kegping control of the
vison that waslikely to be a problem now.

A stool had been set upon the stone terrace. Beforeit, cod's
glowed in abrazier. A small carven table stood nearby bearing asilver
pitcher and a piece of folded cloth. Silently we took our sests on the
bench beyond it and waited, hands resting on our knees, breathing
deeply of the cool night air.

It was some sense other than hearing that made me turn. Two
priestesses were gpproaching with the sllent gliding step it had taken me



solong to learn. | recognized the rigid set of Ganeda's shoulders even
before she came into the light. Suona followed, bearing something
wrapped in whitelinen in her hands.

"Isit the Grail?" Adiawhispered beside me.

"It cannot be-the only novicewho isalowed to seeit isthe
Maiden whoisitsguardian,” | murmured in reply as Suona set her
burden on the table. "Thismust be something ese, but clearly itisvery
old." Old, and haly, | thought then, for it seemed to methat | could

aready fed its power.

Suonadrew the linen cloth away from the thing she held and lifted
it so that it caught the torchlight. It was asilver bowl, alittle dented, but
lovingly polished, chased around the rim with some design.

"Itissaid that this bowl was used for scrying at Vernemeton, the
Forest House whence came the first priestessesto dwell on this holy
ide. Perhapsthe Lady Caillean hersdf once gazed into it. Pray to the
Goddess that some of her spirit may touch you now..." She set the
bowl beside the pitcher on thelittle table.

| blinked, my sight of the bowl overlaid for amoment with
another image, of the same vessd, bright and new. Wasthis
imagindtion, or recognition?

But | did not have much time to wonder, for the High Priestess
stood before us, and between one moment and the next she drew the
glamour of her cdling around her, so that from alittle bent woman,
awaysfrowning, she becametall and stately and beauttiful. | had seen
that transformation many times now, but it never ceased to amaze me,
or to remind methat I must never discount this woman's powers, no
meatter how she treated me.

"Do not think," said the High Priestess, "that what you are about



to doisany the lessred because you are ill being trained as
priestesses. The face of Fate is aways both wonderful and
terrible-beware how you lift Her vell. Certain knowledge of what isto
comeisgiven to few. For most, even aholy seer, foreknowledge
comesin glimpses only, distorted by the understanding of the onewho
sees and the oneswho hear the prophecy.” She paused, fixing each one
of usin turn with agaze that pierced to the soul.

When she spoke again her voice had the resonance of trance.
"Bedill, therefore, and make clean your hearts. Let go the busy mind.
Y ou must become an empty vessd waiting to befilled, an open
passageway through which illumination can flow."

Smoke swirled up from the brazier as Suona sprinkled the holy
herbs upon the codls. | closed my eyes, awareness of the outside world

aready beginning to dip away.

"Heron daughter of Ouzd," said the priestess, "will you look into
the sacred waters and seek wisdom there?”

" will,"” camethe answer. | heard the rustle of clothing as shewas
assged into the chair.

| did not need my eyesto know when shelooked into the bowl,
nor did | need to hear the murmur of ingtruction by which the Lady
drew her deeper into trance. As Heron spoke, | dso glimpsed the
images, broken and chaotic-storms and armies, and dancers at the
sacred stones.

Presently they ceased. | was vaguely aware that Heron had been
brought back and it was now Adliasturn to look into the bowl. Once
more | shared the visons. The Lady's voice had sharpened,
commanding her look for atime closer to the present, and events of
import to Avaon. For atime there was only swirling shadow, and then,
dimly, I saw the marshesthat edged the Lake. Figureswith torches



moved along the shore, caling. Then the image disgppeared. Therewas
aplash asthe bowl was emptied, and Aeliasat down beside me once
more. | could fed her shaking, and wondered what it was that her mind
had refused to see.

But now | could fed the High Priestess standing like aflame
before me. "Eilan daughter of Rian, are you willing to seek visons?' the
voice came out of the darkness.

I murmured agreement, and was assisted to the chair. Awareness
shifted once more and | opened my eyes. Suona poured more water
into the bowl and set it before me.

"Lean forwards and look within," said the quiet voice beside me.
"Breathein... and out... wait for the watersto gill. Let your vision sink
beneath the surface, and say what you see.”

Suona had put more herbs on the coals. As| breathed in the
heavy sweet smoke my head swam and | blinked, trying to focus on the
bowl. Now | could seeit-aslver rim surrounding a shifting darkness
shot with gleaming flickers of torchlight.

"If you see nothing it is no matter," the priestess continued. "Be at
ease-"

It does matter, | thought with atwitch of annoyance. Does she
want meto fail ?

Perhapsit would be easier without the distraction of external
vison. | did not quite dare to close my eyesagain, but | let them
unfocus, so that | saw only adim blur surrounded by acircle of light.
Look for the marshes, | told mysdlf; what had Adliabeen trying to see?

And at the thought, the vision began to emerge before me, firt in
scattered flickers, and then complete and whole. Dusk was fading into



evening. The Lake gleamed faintly in the last of the light. But the mixture
of marsh and idet that stretched around to the south and east were dl in
shadow. Torches moved aong the higher ground, but my vison was
drawn to adark pool in the shadow of atwisted willow tree.

Something moved there. With agasp, | recognized Dierna's
bright head. With one arm she clutched afadlen log. The other reached
down asif she were holding onto something beneath the surface. |
strove to see more clearly, and the scene shifted.

The searchers had found her. In thetorchlight | could see Dierna
sobbing, though | heard no sound. Two of the Druids were in the water
beside her. Onelifted her into Cigfollaswaiting arms. The other was
fixing arope around something benesth the water. The men pulled, a
pal e shape surged upwards-

"Beccal Drowned!" The wordstore from my throat. "Please,
don't let me seeit-don't et it betrue!™ | convulsed away from the table,
and bowl and pitcher went flying. | fdll to the ground, curled in anguish,
grinding my pamsagaing my eyesasif to erasewhat | had seen.

In another moment Suona had my wrists and was holding me
close, her voice asoothing murmur beneath my sobs.

"Of course shewill bedl right,"” Ganedas voice camefrom
behind me. "These hystericsare only to gain attention.”

| jerked upright, though the movement made my head spin. "But |
saw it! | saw it! Y ou must guard Beccaor shewill drown!”

"Y ou would like that, wouldn't you?" snarled Ganeda. "Oneless
of my blood to compete with for my place when | am gone!”

The manifest unfairness of this deprived me of speech, but | could
fed Suona gtiffen with shock at her words.



To move into the trance state had been easy. Recovering,
especialy when | had been so suddenly recalled fromit, was harder.
For severa weeks thereafter | was disoriented and subject to fits of
weeping. In the daysimmediately after the scrying sesson even my
sense of balance was upset so that | could hardly walk, and a every
step a headache stabbed my skull. When it became clear that asingle
night's deep would not restore me | was sent to the House of Hedling.
The reason given was that the other maidenswould tire me, but | think
now that it was redlly because Ganeda did not wish me to speak to the
others, and especidly to Dierna, about what | had seen.

And so it wasthat | was dill there, being cosseted by Cigfolla
whenever | emerged from my uneasy dreams, when | heard shouting
from outside the house, and sitting up, saw the flicker of torchesin the
darkness through the open door.

"What isit?' | cried. "What isgoing on?* But afamiliar fear had
begun to uncail in my belly. | tried to get out of bed, but the painin my
head struck me back down, moaning.

| was dtill ditting there, trying to control the agony by careful
breathing, when the door flew open and Heron darted in.

"Eilan-we cannot find Dierna.or Beccal" she whispered, looking
over her shoulder to make sure she had not been seen, and from that |
knew that no one had come to see me because Ganeda had forbidden
them to come. "In your vison, where did you see her? Tell me quickly!”

| clutched at her arm, describing aswell as| could where the
willow pool that | had seen lay in relation to the path. Then shewas
goneand | lay back, tearsleaking from my closed eyes.

An eternity of misery later | heard the searchersreturning, voices
deadened by sorrow or hoarse with weeping. | turned my faceto the
wall. It did not help that without my vison Diernamight have died with



her sster. | had wanted so desperately to prove to Ganedathat my
Seeing was true, but now | would have given anything to have her
accusations proven right, and little Becca safely home again.

Gradualy my own hedth improved and | was alowed to return
to the House of Maidens. Heron told me that Diernahad gone hunting
herbsin the marshes, leaving her sister behind. But Becca, who since
their mother's desth had been her sister's shadow, had followed, and
falenin, and by the time Diernareached her, had already been sucked
under by the bog. Even if no one ese blamed her, Diernamust be
tormenting hersdlf with guilt by now.

| was not surprised to hear that the chill she had taken from the
water had turned to lung fever. Now it was her turn to be nursed in the
House of Hedling. | asked to visit her, but Ganedaforbadeit. |
remembered a story that my tutor Corinthius had once told me about
an oriental king who responded to bad news by executing the
messenger. It made no sense for her to blame me for what had
happened, particularly since she had not believed me, but | had learned
long since that where | was concerned the actions of the High Priestess
rardy made senseat dl.

Our training went on, but we were given no more lessonsin
scrying, and | for one was content to have it so. | had learned the first
paradox of prophecy, which isthat glimpsing the future does not
necessarily mean one can understand it, much less alter what one sees.

Intime, Diernaaso recovered, to creep about with eyeslike
holesin ablanket and aface pae aswhey againgt thefire of her hair, as
if she had died with Becca, and it was only her ghost who remained
with uson Avaon.

And so that dreadful summer drew to aclose at last. The cat-tails
in the marshes grew full and brown, nodding in the wind that fluttered
the turning willow leaves, and the mists that surrounded Avaon seemed



suffused with gold. One evening as the new moon wasrisng | was
returning from the privieswhen | glimpsed a pd e shape moving down
the path towards the L ake and recognized Dierna. My pulselegped in
ingtant alarm, but | stifled the cry that rose in my throat and whistled
instead to Eldri to go after her.

When | caught up with them, Diernawas sitting beneath an elder
bush with her arms around Eldri, weeping into the little dog's silky fur.
At the sound of my footstep she looked up, frowning.

"l wasdl right. Y ou didn't need to send Eldri after mel” shesaid
aullenly, but | noticed that she did not let the dog go. "But maybe you
think 1 ought to walk into the Lake and just keegp going, in punishment
for letting my sster drown!™

| swallowed. Thiswasworsethan | had thought. | sat down,
knowing better than to try to touch the girl now.

"They dl say it wasn't my fault, but | know whét they're
thinking..." she sniffed, and wiped her nose on her deeve.

"l saw what happened, you know, in the scrying bowl,” | said
findly. "But nobody believed me. | keep thinking that if | had only tried
harder to convince them..."

"That's stupid! Y ou couldn't know when-" Diernaexclaimed, then
paused, eyeing me suspicioudy.

"We both fed guilty,” | said then. "Perhapswe dwayswill. But |
will try to livewithiit if you will. Perhapswe can forgive esch other,
evenif we cannot forgive oursdves. ..."

For amoment longer she stared & me, her blue eyesfilling with
tears. Then, with asob, she threw hersdf into my arms.



We stayed that way, weeping, while the white sickle of the moon
swung across the sky. It was only when Eldri growled and pushed her
way out from between usthat | realized how much time had passed,
and that we were not done. For alittle while | had felt peace, holding
the child, but now my belly tensed once more. The cloaked shape
confronting us wasthat of the Lady of Avaon.

"Dierna" | said softly. "It islate, and you should bein your bed.”
She dtiffened as she saw her grandmother, but | was aready pushing
her to her feet. "Run dong now, and may the Goddess bless your
dreams”

For amoment | thought she would insst on staying to defend me.
But perhaps Diernaredlized that to do so would only increase
Ganeda's wrath, for although she glanced backwards severd times, she
left uswithout arguing. | confessthat as| sensed the menacein the
Lady'sslencel amost caled her back again, but this confrontation had
been along time coming, and | knew | must faceit done.

| got to my feet. "If you have something to say to me, let uswak
out dong the shore, where our voiceswill disturb noone | was
surprised to hear my own voice sounding so steady, for benesth the
shawl | wastrembling. | led the way down to the path that edged the
Lake, Eldri trotting at my heds.

"Why areyou angry?' | asked when the silence had grown
unbearable, like the stillness before a storm. Do you begrudge your
grand-daughter alittle comfort just because it comes from me?”

"Y ou killed my sister when you were born..." hissed Ganeda,
"you ill-wished Becca, and now you aretrying to stedl thelast child of
my blood away."

| sared at her, anger replacing my fear. "Old woman, you are
mad! | loved that little girl, and surely my mother's death was a greater



lossto methan to you. But have our choices no part to play in dl this,
or hasdl theteaching of Avaon been alie? My mother choseto act as
priestess in the Gresat Rite, and when she knew she had conceived, to
keep the child, understanding the risk she ran. And Becca had been
told not to follow her sister and chose to do otherwise.”

" She was too young to know-"

"And you chose to keep me away from both girlsl” | raged on.
"Don't you know | would have watched them like amother bear with
two cubsto stop what | had seen from coming to pass? From the
moment | first set foot on Avalon you have hated me! What have | ever
doneto deserve that? Can you tel mewhy?"

Ganeda gripped my arm, and as she jerked me around to face
her, | sensed her energy expanding, and before the wrath of the Lady
of Avaon, my anger seemed suddenly the petulance of achild.

"Y ou dare to spesk so, to me? With asingle Word, | could
obliterate you where you stand!" Her arm swung up in asweep of dark
draperieslike the wing of the Lady of Ravens, and | cowered. For a
moment the lapping of wave ets againg the shordine wasthe only
sound.

And then, from the rich scent of wet earth and the whisper of
water another kind of power began to flow into me, asteady, enduring
strength that could absorb whatever lightnings Ganeda's majestic fury
might cal down. For amoment then | touched something fundamenta
within, although whether it was the Goddess or my own eterna soul |
could not tell. Sowly | straightened, and as she met my gaze, the
power ebbed from Ganeda's body until she was ho more than an old,
bent woman, shorter than me.

"You areLady of Avaon," | sad with asigh, "but we are both
daughters of the Lady who rulesover dl. In everything that concerns



the good of Avaon | will obey you, but it isbecause | chooseto do so."

Shelooked up a me, her seamed features carved in lines of light
and shadow by the moon.

"You areyoung," shesaid in alow voice, "young and proud.
Refuseto fear meif you will-lifeitsdlf will teach you to be afraid, aye,
and the meaning of compromisel” She began to make her way back
aong the shore.

"Diernaismy kinsvomantoo,” | called after her, "and | will not
let you keep me from being with her!™

At that Ganedaturned once more. "Have it your ownway," she
sad tiredly, "but when | was younger, | too had visions. | have |ooked
into the Sacred Well, and seen that it is Diernawho will be my heir.

Y ou do well to make afriend of her, for | tell you now that it is she, not
you, who will bethe next Lady of Avdon!"

Sowly, the terrible summer of Becca's deeth faded into memory.
| knew what that tragedy had done to her sister, but as time passed it
became clear that Ganeda had a so been affected, more deeply than
we, or perhaps she hersdlf, knew. In body she was till
vigorous-indeed, | do not believe that anyone without superior slamina
could do the work required of the Lady of Avalon. But the edge that
could cut friend and foe dike, was gone.

| found it hard to be sorry, and being young, | did not understand
how life's buffets can wear down the spirit. Nor did | care enough to
try. Sirong in body and delighting in my own rgpidly maturing powers, |
went eagerly to my testing, and, certain of my decision, bestowed the
bag of gold aureii with which | had been provided upon the family of
the boy who had given me Eldri ten years before.

And so | entered the mists, and drew up from the depths of my



being the Word of Power that would open the way, laughing becausein
theend it was s0 easy, asif | were amply remembering something |

hed learned long before. Heron and Adliadid likewise when their turn
came, and like me were received back with rgjoicing. But Roud never
returned to us.

Intheyear of slencethat followed, | was forced to ook inward
inaway that the myriad demands of my training had never before
dlowed. It wasthis, | think now, that wasthetrueinitiation, for it isnot
the adversaries outside onesdlf, that can be confronted and defied, that
are most dangerous, but the more subtle antagonists that dwell within.

Regarding the oath with which that year ended, | must also keep
slence, savethat it was, as Ganeda had promised, an act of making
sacred, of sacrifice. But though | offered mysdlf to the Lady to be used
as Shewilled, | did not then understand the warning that we cannot
predict or control what the Goddess will do with us once that
commitment has been made. Nonethel ess, when my oath had been
given, | passed through the Mystery of the Cauldron, and the blue
crescent of a priestess was placed upon my brow.

With my attention fixed upon my own struggles, | did not at first
redlize that things were not going so well in Avaon. During our year of
dlence, Adliaand | grew ever closer. | was surprised to find that
wordless, | understood more of what wasin her heart than ever | had
when we conceded our thoughtsin conversation, and knew shefelt the
same for me. Using our voices only to sing the offices of the Goddess,
words themselves took on anew and sacred meaning.

Thus, the deliberations at the first full meeting of the consecrated
priests and priestesses to which | was admitted after my year of sllence
seemed charged with unusual significance. In truth, matterswere
serious enough. It had been severa years sSince any new youths or
maidens had cometo betrained at Avalon, and Roud was not the only
onewho had gone out for her testing and never returned. In addition,



the princes whaose contributions hel ped to maintain the community on
theide had becomeincreasngly unwilling to pay what was due.

"It isnot that we have no money," said Arganax, who had
become chief among the Druids the previous year. "Britannia has never
been more prosperous. But the Emperor Claudiusin Rome seemsto
have forgotten us, and with the death of Victorinus, the Imperium
Galliarum has concerns more pressing than collecting taxes here.”

Cigfallalaughed. "It ishismother, Victorina, who rulesthere
now, despite those young cousi ns she has set up to warm the throne,
and sheistwicethe man hewas, from dl | hear. Perhaps she would
welcome the assstance of Avaon!”

"The princes supported us gladly when the foot of Rome was on
their necks,” said Suona. "It isamost asif they fed they no longer need
us-asif they can abandon the old ways of Britannianow that they are
free of direct control by Rome."

For amoment we stared at her in bemused silence. Then Ganeda
cleared her throat.

"Areyou proposing that we work magic to bring the emperors
back again?'

Suonaflushed and fell slent, but the others were babbling with
Speculdion.

"We can decide nothing without knowing what we face," Ganeda
sad findly, "and we have exausted the knowledge available by any
ordinary means..."

"What are you proposing?' asked Arganax.

Ganedalooked around the circle with the exasperated frown |



remembered so well from my days as her student.

"Arewe Greeks, to waste our lives debating the limits of our
philosophy? If our kills are worth preserving, let us use them! The
Turning of Spring isamost upon us-let us make use of thisbaance
point between the two halves of the year to invoke the Oraclel™

CHAPTER FIVE
AD 270

" Seekers on the ancient ways,
Seekers on the Path of Light,
Now the Night givesway to Day,
Now the Day has equdled Night..."

Singing, the line of dark-robed priestesses moved with gliding
seps around the circle, matched by the Druidsin their white garments
marching in the opposite direction. Dark and light in perfect balance
completed the circle and came to rest. Arganax stepped forwards,
lifting his handsin blessing. Behind him another priest sood waiting with
thegong.

The Arch-Druid was avigorous man in his middle years, but
Ganeda, who had moved out to face him, seemed agel ess, empowered
by theritual. Her robe, of so dark ablue it was amost black in the
lamplight, fell in Sraight folds to the polished stone of the floor and the
moonstones in the slver ornaments of the High Priestess glowed
unwinking from her breast and brow.

"Behold, the Sun rulesin the House of the Ram, and the Moon
restsinthearms of the Twins" the Druid proclamed. "The winter is



past, and herbs are pushing their way towards the sunlight, birds return,
proclaiming their readinessto mate, beasts emerge from their long
deep. Everywherelife arises, and oursalves with it, moved by the same
tides, kindled to action by the same great energies... Keep silence, and
behold the rebirth of the world, and aswe are all One, behold the same
greet transformation within..."

| closed my eyeswith the others, trembling to the vibrations of
the gong that echoed from the pillars of the Great Hall of the Druids. It
seemed to resonate in every atlom of my being. Lost in the beauty of the
moment, | forgot to fee envy that it would be Heron and not | who
would be sitting on the three-legged stool and descending to the Well
of Prophecy.

"Awakel Awakel Awake!" came another voice, high and clear.

"Companions of the Cosmic Light,
The hidden splendour will appear!
Greet it on high and in your hearts,
Return to life, cast off your fear!"

| opened my eyes. Four youths stood now in the corners of the
hall, bearing torches. Someone had cast the first handful of herbs onto
the brazier, and in their light the sweet smoke glowed asif it had ignited
theair. Now | could see theimages painted on the plaster of the
walls-an idand surrounding a harbour, greet temples, apyramidal
mountain spouting flame, and other scenesfrom the fabled land that in
one day of doom had sunk benesath the wave. Likethisritua, those
tales belonged to awisdom of which the Druids were only theinheritors.

With question and response, theritua rolled onwards, defining
the sacred moment when, Night and Day being equal, adoorway
opened between Past and Future and one who was properly prepared
and guided might see between the worlds.



The circle opened to reved aveiled figure, half-supported by
Wren and Adlia Carefully they guided her to the three-legged stool,
steadying her until shefound her baancethere. The sacred drink has
taken her swiftly, | thought, watching. Goddess grant it does not
take her too far ...

Inthe old days, | knew, they had called on the Goddess Herself
to speak through the lips of Her priestess. Now, though the gods might
come down sometimes to dance with us at their festivalss, it was
consdered more useful for the Seeress to become open and empty of
any persondity, even her own, with no will save to describe theimages
shesaw.

The High Priestess moved forwards to stand at her sde. Thelittle
table with the silver bowl had aready been set before her. Berries of
mistletoe floated on the water along with other herbs. From where |
stood | could seethe glitter of torchlight on the dark water. | felt myself
sway and blinked quickly to break the spell, then turned my gaze away,
hoping no one had noticed my momentary disorientation. | wasa
trained priestess now, and should have had better control.

"Sink down, sink down... sink deeper and sink deep. ..’

Ganedals voice was a murmur, leading the Seeresson her
journey inwards, downwards, until the bowl of gleaming water became
one with the sacred well beside the white cypresstree. Then she
straightened and stepped away.

"What passes now among the Romans? Wheat is the Emperor
Claudius doing now?" Arganax asked.

For along moment there was silence.

"Tell us, Seeress, what you see?' Ganeda prompted her.



A shudder vibrated through the sheer folds of thevall. "l see...
cypresses againg asunset sky.... no, itisfirdight. They are burning
bodies... one of the watchers staggers and fdls..." Heron spoke softly,
her voice cam asif she watched from some vantage point outside of
the world. "The scene changes. .. an old man liesin arich room. His
bed is hung with purple, but heisaone... heisdead... Would you
know more?"

"Plague-" whispered someone. "May the gods grant it does not
come here...'

"|sthe Roman power ended, then? Will they return to Britannia?'
the Druid asked, and thistime Heron's answer came without prompting.

"l see armies and ships-Briton fighting Briton. .. blood, blood and
fire-" she shook her head in confusion, asif the imageswere
overwhelming her.

"Sink back down to that place where thereis only the shining
water," said Ganedain alow voice. "Tdl me, who will cometo our
ad?

Heron dtiffened. "The Sun! The sun blazesin splendour! 1t blinds
my eyes!" For amoment she remained transfixed, then let out her
breath in along sigh. "Ah-He comes... hisarmour is Roman, but his
eyes are those of onewho knowsthe Myseries. Thereisacity... |
think it is Londinium. In the Streets people are cheering-" Redditor
lucis... redditor "

She sumbled on the unfamiliar Latin, but | could trandateit;
Restorer of the Light!

So could Arganax. He traded glances with Ganeda. "If thisman
isaninitiate, he could help usgreetly,” hesaid inalow voice. Then he
bent forwards again.



"Who is he-no, where ishe now?"

Once more Heron swayed above the scrying bowl. "I seehim...
but heisyounger. Hair like danddlion-" she added in response to
further questions. "He isriding achestnut mule dong a Roman road. ..
butitisin Britannia... theroad to thelead minesin thehills...”

"Herel" exclamed Arganax. "Surely the gods have destined that
he shdl cometo ud”

The seeresswas ill mumbling to herslf, but a the Druid's
words she straightened, quivering like adrawn bow. "Destiny!" she
echoed, and then cried out suddenly in agreat voice quite unlike her
own. "The son of the sun, greater than hisfather! A crossof light burns
inthe sky! All things changing! Fate hangsin the balance, the son will
blaze across the world!" With alast ringing cry the Seeress threw out
her arms, sending the scrying bowl spinning acrossthefloor. | saw her
begin to crumple, and Adliaand | werejust intimeto catch her asshe
fdl.

After the noble stonework of Avalon, the round daub-and-wattle
huts of the monks on InisWitrin seemed clumsy and mean. | drew
down my velil to hide the crescent on my brow aswe climbed the
dope, and Con, the young Druid who had been assigned to escort me,
moved forwards to take my arm. Nearly six weeks had passed since
the Oraclerite, and Beltane was hard upon us. After the usual debate
regarding the meaning of the oracle's pronouncements, Arganax had
sent out some of hisyoung men to the Mendip Hillsto seeif any
Roman fitting Heron's description could be found, and we had had to
wait for their reply.

"You will haveto let metak to them. These holy men are
forbidden to speak with afemae," he said softly. The monks alowed
usto keep the few horses belonging to Avaon in their pasture, in
exchangefor herbs and medicines. | wondered where they thought we



camefrom.

"What, do they think I will tempt them to impurity?' | snorted
derisvely. "1 will need to put on the guise of an ugly old woman when
we meet the Roman. | might aswell begin practisng now." My father
had made sure his children learned good L atin-it was one of the
reasons | had been chosen for the task of bringing the Roman to
Avdon.

Asthe path curved around, | could see the round church, the
lower ambulatory supporting a central tower, whose thatch shone
golden in the sun. Con showed me a bench near the sanctuary wherel
could wait while he went off to see about the horses. It wasa
surprisingly peaceful placein which to st, listening to the soft drone of
chanting that came from within as| watched the meandering progress
of abutterfly above the grass.

The singing in the church soared suddenly and | turned to listen.
When | looked back, the butterfly had dighted on the outstretched
hand of an old man. | blinked, wondering how he had come there
without my seeing him, for the areadl around the church was clear.
The other brothers| had seen wore rough tunics woven from the
undyed fleece, but the old man's garment shone snowy white and the
beard that covered his chest was as white as the woal.

"The blessing of the Most High be upon you, my sgter,” hesaid
softly. "And my thanksto Him for alowing me to spesk with you once
more."

"What do you mean?' | sammered. "I have never seen you
beforel™

"Ah-" he 9ghed. "Y ou do not remember. .."

"Remember what?' Defiantly, | pushed back my vell. "You area



follower of the Christos, and | am apriestess of Avaon!”

He nodded. That istrue-today. But in ages past we were both of
the same order, in the land that now is sunk beneath the waves. Lives
and lands pass away, but the Light of the Spirit shines ill."

My lips parted in shock. How could this monk know about the
Mysteries?"What-" | ssammered, struggling for focus. "Who are you?'

"My namein this placeis Joseph. But it isnot my name you
should be asking, but your own."

"l ancdled Eilan," | answered swiftly, "and Hdena.....'
"Or Tiriki..." heanswered, and | blinked, finding astrange
familiarity in that name. "'If you do not know who you are, how can you

find your way?"'

"l know where| am going-" With an effort | stopped myself from
blurting out my mission, but it struck me that the old man aready knew.

He shook his head and sighed. ™Y our spirit knows, but | fear that
the flesh you wear now must walk aweary way before you understand.
Remember: the symbal isnothing. It isthe redlity behind al symbols
thatisdl.”

| was till no closer to comprehending who or what this old man
might be, but | had training enough to know that what he said was true.

"Good father, what must | do?'

"Seek ever for the Light..." he answered, and with hiswords, the
sunlight on hiswhite robe grew blinding.

I blinked, and when | looked up, Con was standing before me,



saying something about the horses, and the old man was gone.

"The horses are waiting down by the gate," the young Druid
repeated, "and the day iswearing on.”

Still wondering, | dlowed him to help meto my feet. | knew
better than to speak of what | had seen, but | knew that | would be
thinking about it for along timeto come.

Dusk was drawing its cloak acrossthe Vae of Avaon, covering
marsh and meadow alike with the same dim purple-grey. From my post
by the Mendip road | could see from the higher ground in the east
amog dl the way to the Sabrina estuary, where the sun was setting into
the sea. Now dl but the Tor lay in shadow, with agleam of water
below. For ten years| had said farewdl| to the sun from within that
scene; it was fascinating to observe it from outside. Indeed, it wasin all
ways strange and fearful and oddly exciting to be back in the world of
humankind, evenif only for alittlewnhile.

Con touched my ebow. "It isadmost dark. The Roman should be
coming soon.”

"Thank you," | nodded, glancing up at the clouds that loomed to
the north. Even the folk of Avaon could not cal rain from an empty
sky, and we had had to wait for aweather pattern that would serve my
purpose. | had held the clouds at bay throughout the afternoon. Now |
released some of the energies that bound them, and felt on my cheek
the chill damp breeth of the sorm.

To learn that Heron's vision of the desth of the Emperor had
been atrue Seeing was encouraging. The men who drank at the taverna
near the lead mineswerefull of gossip. It was said that Claudius had
willed the Empire to another genera called Aurelian, by-passing his
own brother, Quintillus, who, after an abortive attempt at a coup, had
died by hisown hand.



"Hewill come, never fear," said the Druid who had been waiting
for us. "These Romans are creatures of habit, and every evening for the
past week he has comethisway.”

"Heisfar-haired?' | asked once again.

"Asfair asbleached flax, with the mark of Mithras between his
brows."

| reached up beneath my veil to touch the blue crescent tattoed
on my own forehead. He isan initiate, | reminded myself, and may
see more than an ordinary man. | will have to be careful .

From beyond the curve of the road came a curlew's piping call,
an unlikely sound for the high moors, but the Roman whaose coming it
sgnalled would not know that. | took a deep breeth, lifted my armsto
the heavens, and rel eased the clouds.

In moments| felt the first spatterings. By the time the figure on the
red mule cameinto view the rain was driving down in sheets, as severd
storm fronts that would have passed over one a atime Ssmultaneoudy
released dl their sored rain.

Our quarry had pulled up in the tenuous shelter of an elder bush,
holding his sagum cloak haf over hishead in avain attempt to protect
it. For alittle longer | watched him.

"Stay out of sight,” | told the two Druids, wrapping my mantle
more securdly, "but when | move, follow me." | gave my mount akick
and reined it across the s ope bel ow the road.

"Help-oh, please, hdp me!" | called in the Roman tongue,
pitching my voiceto carry above the ssorm and hauling on the reins of
the pony, who had started to plunge asif to make my plight aredity.
For amoment nothing happened, and | 1et the pony move forwards,



clutching its mane. " Can anyone hear me?' | cried again, and saw the
red mule & therim of the hill.

| was wearing awhite mantle so that the Roman should be able
to see it even through the storm. | screamed and gave the pony agood
kick, hanging on desperately asit galloped down the hill. | heard a
Roman oath and the crashing of brush asthe mule scrambled after me,
but we were dl the way down the hill and well into the tangle of oak
and dder beyond before the Roman caught up with me.

"Lady, are you hurt?' Hisvoice was deep, and so far as| could
see beneath his sagum, his body seemed sturdy, though he wastdl. He
grabbed for thereinsthat | had artistically alowed to fall ashe arrived.

My pony ceased to struggle, recognizing a master's hand, and
freed of the need to divide my strength between my mount and the
storm, | drew the next squall shrieking down upon us.

"Thank you! Thank you! The pony ran and | feared | would fall!"

He edged the mule closer and put hisarm around my shoulders. |
leaned againgt him gratefully, aware now just how long it had been
sincel had done much riding. Hiswarmth spread through me faster
than | would have expected. Perhaps Heron wasright, | thought dimly,
and heredly wasthe sun.

"l must get you to shelter," he muttered against my hair, and a
shiver ran through me at the touch of hiswarm breeth. The storm had
expended itsfirgt fury, but therain was dill driving down.

"That way-" | said, pointing south. "Thereisan old tile shed.” The
tile-makers had not yet started work for the summer: we had dept
there on our journey here.

By the time we reached the shed, | did not haveto feign



exhaugtion. My knees gave way as| did down from the pony, and only
the Roman's quick reactions saved me from falling. For amoment he
held me, and | redlized that we were matched in height. In what else
would we be amatch? | wondered then, feding the strength in hisarms.

Not that | was likely to find out. The Council, in itswisdom, had
decided to bind the Roman to our cause by giving him one of our
number in the Greeat Rite at the Betane fires; but the priestesswhom
the lots had selected to be his consort was not me, but Adlia

| watched, shivering, asthe Roman proceeded with swift
efficiency to build afire. At least the tile-makers had | eft plenty of fuel
for it. Thelittle flame legpt and kindled, reveding asinewy arm, strong
cheekbones, short hair plastered close to his head and darkened to old
gold by therain. Asthe fire began to catch in the larger branches, he
stood to unfasten his sagum and drapeit, dripping, over one of the low
beams. He wore atunic of good, grey wool edged with red. A short
sword in awel-worn leather sheath hung a hisside.

"Let metakeyour mantle, Lady,” hesaid, turning. "Thefirewill
warm the air in here soon, and perhapsit will dry-"

Thefireflared suddenly, for thefirgt time reveding him fully, and
my world stood till. | saw intelligent grey eyesthat enlivened arather
ordinary face, permanently reddened by exposure to sun and wind and
pinker than ever from the cold. Tired and wet, he was hardly at his
best, but he would never be famous for beauty. His colouring
proclaimed him Roman by culture rather than ancestry; he hardly
seemed the stuff of prophecy.

Yet | knew him,
In the ceremony that made me awoman, the Goddess had

shown him to me. He was the lover who would clam me at the Bdtane
fires, and | wasthe woman who would bear hischild...



The Druids found the wrong man, | thought desperately. This
is not the hero of Heron's vision, but of my own...

And if they were the same?

| do not know what my face showed at that moment, but the
Roman took astep backwards, lifting his handsin salf-deprecation.

"Please, domina, do not be afraid. | am Flavius Constantius
Chlorus, at your service"

| felt mysdf flushing as| redized that | hardly looked my best
either. But that was asit should be. He must see me as ugly, old even,
until I knew... until I knew whether hewas my destiny ...

"JuliaHdenathanksyou," | murmured, giving my own Roman
name. It felt as strange on my tongue asthe Latin. The girl who bore
that name had lived another lifetime, ten years ago. But suddenly |
wondered if she was destined to live again.

A leather flask hung at his Sde. He pulled the strap over his head
and held it out to me. "It isonly wine, but it may warm you-"

I managed asmile, and turned to rummage in my saddlebags.
"And | have here alittle bread and cheese and dried fruit that my ssters
packed for me."

"Then wewill feast." Constantius seated himsdlf on the other sde
of thefireand smiled.

It transformed hisface, and | felt arush of heat that seared my
flesh likefire. Wordless, | held out theloaf of bread, and he took it
from my hand. | had heard once that in the hill country, to shareamed,
afire and abed made amarriage. We had the first two aready, and for
thefirg timeinmy lifel fet the temptation to deny my vows.



When my fingers brushed his, he had trembled. My extended
senses knew that at alevel beow thought, he was responding to my
nearness. My Druid escorts were outside somewhere. They would not
disturb usunless| screamed. It would take very little, astepin the
Roman'sdirection, ashiver asif | was cold and needed hisarmsto
warm me. A man and awoman, alone together-our bodieswould do
the rest without direction.

But what of our souls?

To cometo him without honour would destroy that other thing,
swester even than the desire that heated my body: the potentid that |
sensed between us. And so, although | fdlt like a starving woman
pushing food away, | edged back, drawing ugliness around melike a
tattered cloak, the reverse of the glamour a priestess knows how to
wesar.

Congantius shook hishead alittle, cast afrowning glance a me
and looked away. "Do you live nearby?" he asked politely.

"l dwdll with my ssters on the edge of the marshes" | answered
truthfully, "near theide where the Christian monks have their sanctuary.”

"Theideof InisWitrin?| have heard of it-"

"We can come to my home tomorrow beforethe sunishigh,” |
sad. "l would be grateful for your escort-"

"Of course. The men who oversee my family's holdings would
rather | had never come here-they will not careif | missaday or
more," he added bitterly.

"How did you cometo riding the back roads of Britannia? Y ou
seem aman of authority,” | asked with red curiogty.



"Not to mention family connections.” There was an edgeto the
bitterness now. "My grandmother was s ster to the Emperor Claudius. |
wanted to make my own way by ability, not patronage. But snce my
great-uncletried to seize the Imperium, and failed, | will settle for
samply staying dive. The new Emperor has good reason to distrust men
of my family."

He shrugged and took a pull from the wineskin. "My mother's
family hasinvestments here in Britannia-an import company in
Eburacum, and aninterest in the lead mines, and it seemed agood time
to send an agent to check on them. At the moment, the Gallic Empireis
safer for methan Rome.”

"But will not Tetricusand. .. what is his name, Marius, consder
you adanger?'

Congtantius shook his head and laughed. "It isVictorina Augusta
who redly rules. They cal her the Mother of the Camps, you know,
but she haslittle attention to spare for Britannia. So long asshe getsa
share of the profits, they will leave me done. Emperors may come and
go, but business makes the world go round!"

"Y ou do not sound very happy about it," | observed. "I would
not have guessed you for amerchant.”

For amoment that grey gaze held my own. "And what did you
think | was?'

"Anarmy man,” | answered, for thus, invison | had seen him.

"Until afew months ago that was s0." Hisface darkened. "1 was
born a an army postin Dacia Itisal | know, dl | ever wanted to be."

"Areyou so eager for battle?' | asked curioudy. He did not seem
bloodthirsty, but how could I know?



"Say rather, that | want what battle can win," he corrected.
"Justice. Order. Safety for the folk beyond the frontier so that peace
cangrow..." Hefdl slent, hisruddy skin reddening further, and |
judged he was not aman who often let hisfedings show.

"Y our fortuneswill turn,” | assured him. For amoment he eyed
me uncertainly, and | reinforced theillusion that disguised me. "But now
we should deep,” | went on. "Tomorrow'sjourney will be difficult after
suchastorm.” But in truth, it was not the riding that had exhausted me,
but the effort to conced my essence when what | really wanted wasto

offer him my body and my soul.

The rain had stopped by morning, but as | had anticipated, asthe
day grew warmer, the saturated ground gave up its excess moisture in
wisps of fog. Aswerodeit grew thicker, until tree and meadow
disappeared and the only thing visible was the path.

"Doming," said Congantius, "we must halt, before we wander
from the road and end up sinking in some bog."

"Do not be afraid. | know theway," | answered him, and indeed,
| could fed the power of Avaon drawing meforwards. We had come
around by the higher ground to the north and east, where a narrow
neck of land ran out to theide.

"l am not afraid, but | am not afool, either!" he snapped back at
me. "Wewill go back to the shelter and wait for the weeather to clear.”
He reached out to take my bridlerein.

| kicked the pony forwards and reined it sharply around. "Havius
Congantius Chlorus, look a me!" | let theillusion of uglinessfade and
caled up the power of the priestessto takeits place. | could tell | was
succeeding when hisface changed.

"Lady-" he breathed, "now | seeyou as| did before..."



| wondered what he meant, asthiswasthefirg time | had used
the glamour, but the power was continuing to build around me.

"1 have been sent to bring you to the holy ide of Avaon. Will you
comewith mefredy and of your own will?"

"What will | find there?' Hewas till staring a me.

"Your destiny..." And Adia, | thought then. For amoment |
wanted to cry out to himto turn, to flee.

"And will | return to the human world?"

"It isthere that your fate will befulfiled." Ten yearsof discipline
spoke through me now.

"And will you go with me? Swear!"

"I will. | sweer it by my eternd soul.” Later, | told mysdlf that |
had believed he was asking if | would go with him to Avaon, but |
think now that a deeper wisdom made that vow.

"Then | will comewith you now."

| turned, lifting my armsto draw down the power, and as | spoke
the spell, the world changed around us, and with the next step the mist
wasrolling away to either side and we entered Avalon.

Since dawn the drums had throbbed through the earth of the holy
ide, the heartbest of Avalon, filled with the excitement of the festival.
White hawthorn weighted the hedges, and creamy primroses and
bluebd Is flourished benegath the trees. It was Beltane eve, and all the
world trembled with expectation. All but Aelia, who wastrembling with
fear.



"Why has the Goddesslaid this upon me?' she whispered, curled
upon the bed that had been herswhile we awaited initiation. There
were currently no priestessesin training, and they had given the house
to usto prepare the Beltane Bride for the festival.

"l do not know," | answered her. "But we have been taught that
often Her reasons for setting our feet upon a path are not gpparent until
wereachitsending..." | spokefor my own sake as much asfor hers.
In the three days since | had brought Congtantiusto theide | had not
seen him, but he haunted my dreams.

A€liashook her head. "I never intended to go to the Beltanefires.
| would happily havelived avirgin until my lifésend!"

| put my arms around her and rocked her gently. Our unbound
hair mingled on the pillow, dark gold and light. "Congtantius will not
hurt you, darling. | rode with him for two days-heisagentleman..."

"Heisaman!"

"Why did you not tell them of your fear when they choseyou?' |
stroked her hair. And why, | asked mysdlf, had the ot not fallen on me?

"We swore obedience to the Council at our initiation. | thought
they must know best..."

| Sighed, understanding how it must have been. Of usdl, Adia
had always been the most biddable. For thefirst time | wondered it the
lot had falen upon her entirely by chance.

"They said the Goddess would give methe strength to doit, but |
am afraid... Help me, Eilan! Help meto escapethis, or | will drown
mysdf in the sacred pool!"

| dtilled, understlanding in asingleingtant how | might fulfil both



her desire and my own. Or perhaps | had dready planned it in some
secret part of my soul, and only now, like some moulting insect hidden
inthe soil, had the idea.emerged into the light of day. Judtifications
came easly-Adiawas the choice not of the Goddess, but of Ganeda.
All that was required was avirgin priestess.

It did not matter who she was, so long as she came willingly to
thefire. And the substitution would be so easy. Though shewas paler
in colouring than |, and thinner aswell, Adliaand | were enough aike
for newcomersto mistake us. The younger girls nicknamed usthe sun
and the moon.

The onereason | did not give mysalf was the true one-that
Congantius Chloruswas mine, and it would be like death to seehim
|lead another woman to the brida bower.

"Seh... beeasy..." | kissed Adlia's soft hair. "Both the Bride and
her attendants go veiled to the ceremony. We will exchange clothing
and | will takeyour placeintheritua "

Adiasat up, gazing a mewide-eyed. "But if you disobey,
Ganedawill punish you!"

"It doesn't matter..." | answered. Not once | have spent the
night in Constantius arms!

Thefirdight, seen through the sheer linen of my vell and the
screen of branches, filled the circle with agolden haze. Or perhapsit
was the aura of power that the dancers were raising, for with each
circuit around the bonfireit grew stronger. All thefolk of Avalonwere
here in the meadow at the foot of the Tor, and most of the people from
the Lake village aswell. My whole body vibrated as the earth shook to
their footfals, or perhapsit wasthe beating of my heart. | could fed the
dancing building to its crescendo. Soon... | thought, licking dry lips. It
would be soon...



The other maidens shifted restlesdy on the bench beside me,
Heron and Adiaand Wren, dl of usclad alikein green gownsand vells
and garlands of spring flowers. But only | bore the hawthorn crown.
My skin il tingled from the water of the sacred pool, for we had dl
hel ped to bathe Adlia, and in the process been cleansed ourselves. |
had shared her fast and her vigil; dl theritua requirements had been
completed. This substitution might be disobedience, but at least it
would not be sacrilege.

"The Roman has been bathed and prepared aswell,” said
Ganeda, who waited with us. "When he arrives, you will be brought out
to him. Together, you will partake of the sacred food, and together you
will enter the bower on the far side of the dancing floor. You area
virginfield, in which he will sow the seed that will engender the Child of
the Prophecy."

"And wha will | giveto him?" | whispered.

"In the outer world, thefemaeis passive whilethe maleinitiates
action. But on theinner planes, it isotherwise. | have spoken with this
young man, and at present fortune does not smile upon him. Itisfor
you to awaken his spirit, to arouse and activate the higher soul within
him, that he may fulfil his own destiny and become the Restorer of the
Light for Britannia"

| dared not ask more, lest my voice be recognized, and then |
heard a change in the drumming and my throat began to ache so with
tension that | could not have spoken if | had tried.

The Druidswere coming in, their white robes washed with gold
by thefirdight, wreaths of oak leaves upon their hair. But as | watched
| caught aglimpse of brighter gold among them. The people were
cheering; the air throbbed with wave upon wave of sound. Dizzied, |
shut my eyes, and when | opened them again | blinked, dazzled by the
golden figure who stood before thefire.



Asmy sight adjusted | saw that it was only a saffron tunic to
which the light had added a deeper gold, but the wreath that crowned
Congtantius was fashioned of the true metdl, like that of an emperor. |
redlized that when | had last seen him, splashed with mud and worn out
by our battle with the storm, Constantius had not been at his best
either. Now, his skin glowed againgt the tunic, and hisfair hair wasas
bright as the wreeth of gold.

"Heis Lugos come among us,” breathed Heron.
"And Apollo," whispered Adlia
"And Mithras of the Soldiers,”" added Wren.

He stood like the sun god in the midst of the Druid oaks. If | had
not loved him aready, in that moment | would have adored him, for the
body of the man had become aclear vessd through which shone the
light of the god within.

If I had watched for much longer, | think | might have passed into
an ecgtasy that precluded movement, but now the drumming was giving
way to the music of bells and harpstrings. The maidens besde me
assisted meto my feet asthe screen of branches waslifted away. The
noise of the crowd became a hush of awe, and there was only the
music.

Congtantius turned as we came forward, and his exated
expression focused suddenly, asif he could see past the vell to the
woman, or the goddess within. Wren scattered flowers before me,
Adliaand Heron walked to either side, and then they too fell back and
| went on done. Congtantius and | faced one another, priest to
priestess, across alittle table that bore aloaf of bread, adish of sdft,
and a cup and flagon filled with water from the sacred pring.

"My lord, the gifts of the earth | offer you. Eat, and be



strengthened.” | broke off a piece of bread, dipped it in the st and
offeredit tohim.

"You arethefertile earth. | accept your bounty,” Congtantius
replied. He ate the piece of bread, tore off another and held it out to
me. "And | shal spend my strength to care for the sacred soil.”

When | had eaten, he picked up the flagon, poured some of the
water into the cup and held it out to me. "I am poured out for you like
water. Drink, and be renewed."

"You aretherain that fallsfrom heaven. | receive your blessng.” |
spped from the cup, then offered it back to him. "But all waters are at
last reborn from the sea.™

He took the cup from my hand and drank.

The drum began to beat once more. | took a step backwards,
beckoning, and he followed me. The music moved faster, and | began
to dance.

My feet no longer seemed to belong to me; my body had
become an ingtrument to expressthe music as| bent and swayed in the
snuous spiras of the sacred dance. My garment, of alinen amost as
fineasthe vellsthat hid my face, clung and flared as| whirled. But
awaysas| circled, Congtantius was my centre, to whom | turned asa
flower to the sun.

First he swayed, and then, asthe music broke through the last of
his Roman conditioning, he began to move, astamping, vigorous kind
of dance, asif he marched to music. Closer and closer we came,
mirroring each other's movements, until he caught mein hisarms. For a
moment we stood breast to breast. | could fed his heart beating asif it
were my own.



Then helifted me, aseadly asif | had weighed no more than
Heron, and bore me away to the bower.

It was around hut in the ancient fashion, made from branches
loosely woven together. Fowers had been twined among them, and
firdight gleamed through the gaps, dappling therich cloth that covered
the bed, and the wdlls, and our bodies, with golden light. Congtantius
set me on my feet again and we faced each other, slent, until the golden
leaves of hiswreeth no longer quivered with the swiftness of his
breathing.

"l amal that is, has been, and will be" | said softly, "and no man
has ever lifted my vell. Make pure your heart, oh you who would ook
upon the Mygtery.”

"1 have been purified according to the Law," he answered me.
Then he added, "I have eaten from the drum; | have drunk from the
cymbd. | have seen thelight that shinesin the darkness. | will lift your
val."

These words were not the ones the priests had taught him.
Clearly, hewas not only an initiate of the Soldiers God, but of the
Mother and the Daughter asthey are known in the southern lands. He
reached out, and with steady hands lifted the hawthron wregth from my
brow, and then drew off my vell. For amoment he smply stared at my
face. Then he knelt before me.

“Itisyou! Eveninthe storm | knew you. Y ou are the Goddess
indeed! Did you show yourself to mefirst in the guise of ahag to test
me, and isthismy reward?'

| swallowed, gazing down at his bent head, and then, bending,
took off his golden crown and laid it beside my wreath of flowers.

"With this crown or without it, you arethe God to me...." |



managed to say. "It was | indeed, and even then, | loved you."

Helooked up at me, hiseyes still wide and unfocused, set his
hands upon my hips and drew me forwards until his bent head rested at
the joining of my thighs. | felt asweet fire began to build between them,
and suddenly, my kneeswould no longer bear me, and | did down,
down, between his hands until we knélt together, breast to breast and
brow to brow.

Congantius gave alittle Sgh then, and hislipsfound mine. And as
if that had completed acircuit of power, suddenly the firewas
everywhere. | clutched at his shoulders, and hisarms cametight around
me, and together we fell to the bed that had been prepared for us.

Our clothing had been made so that at the removad of afew pins
it would fall away, and soon there was no impediment between us. His
body was hard with muscle, but his skin was smooth, diding across
mine, and his strong hands tender as he taught me ecstasies that had
never been mentioned in my training. And then we came together. | set
my arms about him as the power of the God came down, shaking him
until he cried out in hisextremity. And as he gave hissoul into my
keeping, the power of the Goddess bore my own away to meet him
and therewas only light.

When time had come back from eternity once more and we lay
quiet, clasped in each other'sarms, | redlized that outside the hut,
people were cheering. Congtantius filled, listening.

"Arethey cheering for us?'

"They havelit the bonfire atop the Tor," | said softly. "Onthis
night, there s no separation between your world and Avalon. The
priestswill huddleintheir cellsfor fear of the powers of darkness, but
thefirethat islit herewill bevisbledl over the Vae. On other hills, folk
arewaiting to seeit. They will kindletheir own firesthen, and so, from



hill to hill, thelight will spread across Britannia"

"And what about this fire?' he touched me once moreand |
gasped as flame rippled upwards.

"Ah, my beloved, | think the fire we have kindled between uswill
light thewholeworld!"

CHAPTER SIX
AD 270

When | woke, the paelight of early morning was filtering through
the leaves of the bower. The air was moist and cool on my bare skin. |
burrowed back under the covers, and the man beside me grunted,
turned, and flung out a possessive arm to draw me close againgt his
gde. For amoment | stiffened in confusion, then my awakening senses
flooded mewith memory. | turned, fitting myself more closdly against
him, astonished, despite the unaccustomed sorenessin my body, by
how right it fdt to liethisway.

I could hear no human sounds, but the birdswere singing a
triumphant welcome to the new day. | raised myself on one elbow,
gazing down at the deeping face of my-lover? That ssemed too light a
word for our union, and yet what had passed between us had surely
been more persona than the transcendent joining of priest and priestess
asthey manifest the power of the Divine into the world.

Though that, certainly, had been part of it. A reminiscent tremor
of energy quivered in the areaof my solar plexusas | remembered.
When we came together, the awakening earth had been filled by the
radiant power of the sun. If | extended my senses groundward | could



fed the aftermath of that conjunction, like ripples spreading through the
dillness of apoal.

And what else had the ritual accomplished? | focused on my own
body, lips swollen with kissing, breasts awakened to an exquisite
sengtivity, the muscles of my inner thighs sore with unaccustomed
sretching, and the secret place between them beginning to throb once
more as memory stimulated new desire. | forced awareness deeper,
into the womb that had recelved Constantius's seed. Was| pregnant?
Even my priestess-trained senses could not tell. | redized that | was
amiling. If last night's love-making had not planted achild in my belly,
wewould havetotry agan...

Relaxed in degp, Congtantius had a serenity | would not have
suspected. His body, where the sun did not touch it, waslikeivory. |
gazed upon hisface with growing ddight, memorizing the strong lines of
cheek and jaw, the high-bridged nose, the noble sweep of hisbrow. In
the paelight the brand of Mithraswas barely visbleto the eye, but to
my inner sensesit glowed, focusing the radiance of the soul within.

Asif that awareness had been a physica touch, he began to
waken, first with asigh, and then with aflutter of the eyelids, and then
the muscles of the face tightening into their accustomed linesas he
opened hiseyes. Hewas, it would seem, one of those fortunate people
who passin one ingtant from unconsciousnessto full avareness. The
grey eyesthat gazed up a me were wide, not with deep, but wonder.

"Sanctissima Dea ..." he whispered.
| smiled and shook my head, unsure whether that had been atitle
or an exclamation. "Not now," | answered. "Morning has come, and |

amonly Helena"

"Yes-now," he corrected. "And when you came to melast night,
and when you sat as ahag beside my fire, and when you summoned me



to Avaon. The Greeks say that Anchisestrembled in fear because he
lay with agoddess dl unknowing. But | knew-" He reached up, and
very gently brushed the hanging lock of hair back from my brow. "And
if the gods had blasted me for my presumption, | would have counted
the pricewd| paid.”

The gods had not blasted us, though there had been moments
when we might well have been overcome by ecstasy. It was Ganeda, |
thought suddenly, who was going to blast me when sheredized | had
taken Adidsplaceintheritud.

"What isit?' he asked. "What isthe matter?'

"Nothing-nothing you have done,” | said quickly, and bent to kiss
him. Clearly reverence did not unman him, for his response was ingtant.
He pulled me down beside him, and in the flood of sensation ashe
made loveto medl thought was for atime submerged.

When | became capable of coherent thought once more, the light
that was filtering through the leaves of the bower was bright and
golden, and | could hear the murmur of voices from outsde.

"We should dress," | murmured againgt his cheek. "The
priestesses will be coming soon.”

Hisgrip tightened suddenly. "Will | seeyou again?'

“l... donot know..." Yesterday, | had not redlly thought beyond
theritua. | had known | wanted Constantius, but | had not considered
how difficult it would be, once | had lain with him, to let him go.

"Comewith me-"

| shook my head, not in denid, but confusion. | believed that |
had been judtified in taking the place of the Beltane Bride because



Congtantius was the lover promised to me by my vison. But if that was
30, then what of the images of foreign landsthat | had seen? Much as|
loved him, | did not want to leave Avalon.

"What doesthis mean to you?' Gently | brushed the sign of
Mithras on hisbrow.

For amoment he looked taken aback. | waited as he struggled to
frame an answer, understanding how deep was the inhibition againgt
gpeaking of the Mydteries.

"Itisadgn... of my devotion to the God of Light..." hesad
finlly.

"Asthissgn sgnifiesmy own dedication to the Goddess" |
indicated the blue crescent between my own brows. "'l am apriestess
of Avaon, and bound by my vows."

"Wasit only obedience to your vows that brought you to me last
night?' he asked, frowning.

"Can you truly think that, after thismorning?" | tried to smile.

"Helena-| beg of you, let there dways be truth between ugl" His
face had gonegrim.

For along moment | met his gaze, wondering how much | dared
say. But surely he was going to hear about it as soon as | emerged from
the bower and they saw it was not Adlia

"| took the place of the priestess they meant for your bride. |
have the Sight, and it showed me your facelong ago. And then | was
sent to bring you here, and... | beganto loveyou..."

"Y ou disobeyed?' In hisface anxiety warred with satisfaction.



"Will they punish you?"

"Even the Lady of Avaon cannot change what has happened
between us," | managed a smile. But we both knew that | had not redlly
answered him.

There was asound outside and | stiffened. Someone was
knocking softly against the upright of the door.

"Eilan, can you hear me? |sthe Roman adeegp?”

It was Adlias voice, and | remembered suddenly that she had
been told that after shelay with him she must make sure Congtantius
drank the contents of the silver flask in the corner so that he would
deep while she dipped away.

"Eilan, come quickly, and no onewill-" She broke off with a
gasp. | heard the sound of severa people approaching, and the pit of
my stomach went suddenly cold. With aleaden certainty | knew it
would be Ganeda even before | heard the next words.

"Isshe dtill degping? It would seem she did not fear aman's
touch so greetly after al. Y ou will haveto goinand weakeher..." The
laughter dilled. "Adial"

Therewas ashort, charged, silence. As| started to drape the
coverlet around me Congtantius gripped my arm.

"Y ou shdl not facethem aone-"

After amoment | nodded, and waited while he twisted my vell
about hisloins, reminding me of the statues| had seen in Londinium.
One arm went protectively around me. With the other, he pushed aside
the woven curtain that covered the doorway, and together we emerged
into the uncompromising illumination of the new day.



It was worse than | had expected. Not only Ganeda and the
priestesses, but Arganax and his Druids, were standing there. Adia il
crouched by the doorway, weeping silently. | reached down to touch
her shoulder and she clung to me.

"l... see..." said the High Priestessin avoice like grating stones.
She looked around her at the dancing floor, and | saw that the people
who had dropped down to deep there, in couples or done, were
beginning to awaken and cast curious glances at the scene by the
bower. With an obvious effort she controlled the words that trembled
on her lips.

"Adia... and Eilan-" she ground out the names, "-will come with
me." Her gaze turned to Congtantius. "My lord, the Druidswait to
attend you."

Hisgrip on metightened. ™Y ou will not harm her!”

Ganeda's face darkened further as sheredlized just how much |
must havetold him.

"Do you think we are barbarians?' she snapped, and he
responded to the note of command and let me go, though in truth that
wasno answer at al.

"Itwill bedl right," | saidinalow voice, though my gut was il
knotting in gpprehension.

"l will not lose you!" Congtantiusreplied, and it occurred to me
that not only had | not anticipated how this night would bind meto him,
| had not even imagined how it might affect hisfedingsfor me.

| helped Adliato rise, and putting my arm around her, started
towards my reckoning.



"Why doesit matter?’ | exclaimed. "Both of your purposes have
been accomplished. Y ou wanted a man of destiny for the Greset Rite,
and you wanted to win hisfriendship for Avaon.”

The sun was nearing noon, and we were fill arguing. By now, my
belly was cramping not from fear but from hunger.

"Y ou forget the third reason, and that was the most important of
al," Ganeda said grimly. "Constantius was to engender the Child of

Prophecy!"

"And 0 heshal, with me! In my womanhood vison | saw mysdlf
with hischild!"

"But not the child of the Great Rite-" the High Priestess said
grimly. "Why do you think Adliawasintended as his consort inthe
ritual?"

"Because you could bend her to your will!"

"Y ou little fool-she was chosen, indeed, but not for that reason.
In your arrogance you thought you knew better than the Council of
Avalon, but you were an untried maiden, ignorant of the Mother's
Myderies Last night Adiawas a the height of her fertiletime. If the
Roman had lain with her she would have come away pregnant, and the
child would have been born herein Avadon."

"How do you know | am not?"

"Y our moontime is barely three days past,” she answered me,
"and | have examined you. Thereis no spark of new lifein your womb."

"Therewill be. Destiny cannot be denied-" | answered, but the
first breath of doubt stole the force from my words. " Congtantius has
pledged hisfaith to me-a priestesswill bear his son!”



"But when? Even now do you not understand? A child begotten
last night would have preserved the Mysteries for athousand years.
Evenif your fantasies were true, what starswill rulethe fate of the babe
you findly bear?'

"Hewill bemy son,” | muttered. "I will raise him to servethe

gods."

Ganeda shook her head in disgust. "1 should have sent you back
to your father long since. Y ou have been atrouble-maker sincethefirst
day you arrived!"

"Y ou missed your chance!" | hissed, touching the crescent on my
brow. "Heisdead, and | am a priestess now."

"And, | amthe Lady of Avalon!" she snapped in return, "and
your lifeisin my hand!"

"All your anger, Ganeda, cannot change what has been done," |
sad wearily. "At least | have won Congantiuss friendship for Avaon.”

"And what about that which was undone? Do you think the man
will come back every Bdtane like agtdlion to stud until he getsyou
with child?"

Some tension eased within me. | had feared she would forbid me
ever to see him again. Surely he would come back, | told myself, and
somehow | would endure until that day .

" S0, what ismy punishment?'

"Punishment?' Therewasvenomin her amile. "Did | not promise
the Roman | would do you no harm?'Y ou have chosen your own
condemnation, Helena. When Congtantius leaves, you shal go with
him...'



"Leave... Avadon?' | whispered.

"That iswhat heis demanding-be grateful you are not being
turned out like a beggar to wander the world!™

"But what about my vows?'

"Y ou should have thought about your vowslast night, before they
were broken! In the old days you would have burned for that crime.” In
her lined face, a sour satisfaction was replacing the fury.

| stared at her. | had disobeyed her order, certainly, but surely |
had given mysdlf to Constantius as the Goddess willed.

"Y ou have until the sun goes down to make ready," Ganedasaid
then. "When the sun goes down and thefestival isover, you will be
banished from Avaon.”

The Chrigtians, | had heard, had alegend that told how the first
parents of humankind were exiled from Paradise. When the mists of
Avaon closed behind me | understood how they must have felt. Had it
comforted Eve to know that Adam was still beside her? Knowing that
my own choices had forced this destiny upon me was little comfort.

| told mysdlf that if Congtantius had gone aone, leaving me
behind, | would have been weeping bitterly, but the grief that kept me
numb and silent as the barge bore us through the mists was of a deeper
order entirely.

Aswe did up onto the shore below the Lake peoplesvillage |
felt a sudden disorientation, asif one of my senses had disappeared. |
staggered, and Congtantius lifted mein hisarms and bore me up the
bank. When he st me on my feet again | clung to him, trying to
understand what had happened to me.



"Itisdl right,” hewhispered, holding meagaing him. "Itisal
behind us now."

| looked back acrossthe Lake, and redlized that the psychic
sense that had ways told me where to find Avalon was no longer
there. Physica sight showed me marshland and blue water, and the
beehive huts on the Chrigtian ide. But when | had left before, | had only
to close my eyesin order to sense, at an odd angle to the mortal world,
theway to Avaon. | had taken thelink for granted. Through it, the
High Priestess could check on the well-being of her absent daughters,
for even when priestesses were sent on errands away from the holy ide
athread of connection remained.

But now, Ganeda had severed it, and | was like asapling that the
flood uproots and whirlsaway. By thetime | ceased my weeping, a
cold grey dawn was breaking once more.

| do not know whether the fact that Constantius tolerated me for
the next few weeks was ameasure of hishonour or hislove. Hetold
the keeper of the posting-inn where we spent the next night that | was
ill, and it was true, though my sickness was not of the body, but of the
soul. By day, my only comfort was Eldri's devotion, and by night, the
srength of Congtantiuss arms. And when it became clear to him that it
was aconstant torture for meto live where every clear day showed me
the Vae of Avaon, he concluded his business at the mines and we set
out for Eburacum, where the workshops his family owned turned some
of thelead into pewterware.

Congtantius hired atrader to guide us cross-country through
lanes and by-waysto the great Roman road that runs northeast from
Lindinisto Lindum. For thefirst few days| rodein disma silence, too
wrapped up in my own grief to notice my surroundings. Still, if any time
of the year could reconcile oneto the loss of Avaon, | supposeit must
be the smiling season that follows Beltane.



Cold though the wind might sometimes blow, the bone-deep chill
of winter was gone. The triumphant sun laid agolden blessing across
theland, and the land with joyous abandon made it welcome. The
brilliant green of new leaves resounded with the songs of returning
birds, and every hedgerow and woodland ride was adorned with
flowers. Asday followed glorious day, my body, like the earth,
responded to that radiant light.

For so long-too long-1 had searched out herbs only for their
utility. Now | picked the creamy primroses and the nodding bluebells,
bright celandine and hidden violets and forget-me-nots like pieces of
falen sky, for no other reason than that they were beautiful. Thetraining
of Avaon wasintended to develop the spirit, and all the resources of
mind and body were put at its service, under the direction of a
disciplined will. The needs of the flesh were given grudging recognition
only at thefegtivals, and those of the heart, no honour at al. But
Congtantius had conquered my awakening senses, and my heart was
carried dong in ther triumph, awilling prisoner. | made no attempt at
resistance: banished from the realm of the spirit, theworld and its
pleasureswere dl that remained to me.

Wetravelled dowly, staying sometimes &t villas and farmsteads,
and sometimes deeping under the stars in some woodland thicket or in
afield by the sde of the road. Thefirst Sgnificant town along our route
was Aquae Sulis, tucked into the hills where the Abona curved round
on itsway to the Sabrinaestuary. | know now that it wasasmall place,
but a thetime | wasimpressed by its elegance. Since ancient timesthe
healing springs had been consdered haly, but the Romans, for whom
bathing was a socia necessity, had made of the place a spathat could
compete with any in the Empire.

Aswerodein | marvelled a the buildings, constructed from
warm golden stone. The people who thronged the streets were
well-dressed, and | became abruptly conscious of what aweek of
journeying had done to my only gown. And my hair-l drew my vell up



hastily, and nudged my pony closer to Congtantiuss mule.
"My lord-"

Heturned with asmile, and | was surprised by how naturdly he
fitted into thiscivilized scene.

"Congtantius, we cannot stay here. | have nothing to wear .

"That isprecisaly why | wanted to stop here, my love," he
grinned back at me. "It'slittle enough | haveto offer in return for al you
have given up for me, but Aquae Sulis contains, in miniature, the best of
the Empire. | have enough fundsfor usto stay for afew daysina
decent inn, and enjoy the baths, and buy clothing that will do justiceto

your beauty."

| began to protest, but he shook his head. "When we arrive at
Eburacum, | will beintroducing you to my associatesin business, and
you must do me credit. Think of the shopping as something you can do
for me.

| sat back in the saddle, my face flaming. It was still awonder to
be reminded that he thought me beautiful. | did not know if it was
true-there were no mirrors on Avalon-but it mattered little so long as |
found favour in hiseyes.

Shopping in Aquae Suliswas rather overwhelming to onewho
had grown up with one gown for everyday and onefor ritua, though
even Congtantius widened his eyes at the prices. | came away with a
tunicathe colour of terra cotta, banded at the hem with green and gold,
and apdlaof green wool to wear with it, and another ensemblein the
rosy shades of dawn. | acceded willingly to whatever Congtantius
wanted me to wear, so long as it was not priestess-blue.

Leaving Eldri to guard our gear in theinn, we dined in the garden



of atavernaon the main street, and then proceeded to the temple
complex that included the baths. It was becoming clear that Aquae
Suliswas not an ordinary Roman town. Dominated by the religious
buildings that had grown up around the sacred spring, it was as
dedicated, in itsown way, as Avaon. | was accustomed to fine
stonework, though the carvings that adorned the buildings seemed
ornate after the stark smplicity of theide. And though it was true that
my people had carved images of their deties, the Druids of Avaon
taught that the gods were most truly worshipped beneath the open sky.

Thus, | could tell mysdif thet theimage of SulisMinervathat
stood in the round thol os in the square before the bath precincts was
only agtatue, though | avoided meeting the cam gaze of the bronze
head benesth the gilded helmet as | hurried by. | hung back as
Congtantius purchased a bag of incenseto cast on thefire that burned
on the dtar in the courtyard, resenting his unsafconscious piety even as
| admired it. But what had such observancesto do with me, who had
known the Mysteries of Avaon? Known, and lost them ... adeeper
sdf reminded me. Very well, | told mysdlf, | would learn to survive with
nogodsat al.

A Gorgon-face glared fiercely from the portico of thetemple, its
hair and beard writhing in contorted rays. Another solar deity reigned
from the arch that led into the baths. For Congtantius's sake, | thought
then, I might make an exception of that one.

He paid our fees and we passed benegath the arch, and | coughed
at the sudden gust of moist, heated air. It had afaint odour of old eggs,
not strong enough to be unpleasant, but distinctly medicina. Before us,
glimmering faintly in the light that came through the high arched window,
lay the sacred pool.

"The water rises here and is piped to the other pools,” said
Congantius. "This place has been sacred snce long before the Divine
Julius brought hislegionsto thiside. It iscustomary to make an



offering..."

He opened his pouch and took out two silver denarii. Other coins
gleamed from the bottom of the pool dong with lead votive tablets and
other offerings. He drew the hood of his cloak up over his head, hislips
moving slently, and tossed hisdenariusin. | followed hisexample,
though | had no prayer to offer, only avoiceess need.

"You arein luck: the attendant told me that the hot pools are
reserved for women at this hour. | will go to the seam room at the
other end of the baths and meet you at sunset by the dtar outside.”
Corigtantius squeezed my hand and turned away.

For amoment | wanted to call him back again. But after aweek
on the road al other considerations were overwhelmed by the desireto
get truly clean. | turned in the other direction and passed from the first
chamber into the colonnade adjoining the large pool. Tak in the taverna
had suggested that it was early in the season for the numbers of visitors
the baths were built to receive. The warm pool was amost empty, its
water green where sunlight danted in from above, its Sdes mysterioudy
shadowed by the colonnade. | continued around it, looking for the
smaller pools| had been told lay beyondiit.

The pool | chose was hested by water that rushed from beneath
astone dab, its stones blurred by an accretion of minerdsfrom the
spring. It reminded me of the Holy Well at Avaon, but thiswater was
aswarm as blood. Sinking into its embrace was like areturn to the
womb.

| lay back with my head on the smooth curve of the coping,
|etting the water support my body, and muscles | had not known were
tense began to unkink at last. The two women who had been soaking
when | arrived climbed out of the pool and went off, chattering about a
new cook. A davegirl camein with an armload of towels, saw |
needed no assistance, and departed. The water grew till. | wasaone.



For atimelessinterva | floated, without need or desire. In that
moment, undisturbed by demands from either mind or body, | did not
redlize that the defences | had thrown up around my spirit were
dissolving awvay. The gentle lgpping of wavelets againgt stone faded,
until the murmur of the water flowing into the pool was the only sound.

And after awhile that subtle murmur became a song-

"Ever flowing, ever growing,
from the earth to the seq,
ever fdling,ever cdling
ever comingtobe..."

| rlaxed into the music, and without intention, my soul stirred and
reached out to the spirit of the waters. The singing continued. | found
mys=lf smiling, uncertain whether my own imagination was supplying
wordsto themusic or | wasindeed hearing the voice of the spring.
Now new words were whispering through the hushed trickle-

"Ever living, ever giving,
dl my children arefreg;
ever turning, ever yearning,
they returnunto me......"

But | was cut off from that eternal source, and forbidden to
return. At that, agreat grief rose up in me, and the tearsrolled down
my cheeks and mingled with the waters of the Goddessin the pool.

It seemed an eternity before the dave girl came back into the
chamber, but | suppose that in truth not so much time had passed. | felt
empty, and when | |eft the water and saw the blood running down my
inner thighs, | redlized that | was empty in truth. Ganeda had been right
in her caculations, and despite the ecstasy of our loving, Congtantius
had not got me with child.



When the girl had provided me with clouts and padding, | sat for
along timein the moist shadow, gazing at the swirling waters and
waiting for more tears to come. But for the moment | had no more
emotion. My life stretched before me, devoid of magic. But not, |
reminded mysdlf, of love. By now, Congtantiuswould be waiting. It
was not he who had broken my heart-1 had donethat al by mysdf.

Deceived, lured from his ordinary world into Avalon and then
burdened with a disgraced and weeping priestesswhen heleft it,
Congtantius had not complained. He at |east deserved a cheerful
companion. By thistime my hair was drying, the shorter sirands curling
in moist tendrils around my brow. | caled to the dave girl once moreto
dressit high with pinsand help me to disguise my puffy eyeswith kohl
and my pae cheeks with rouge. When | looked into the bronze mirror |
saw afashionable Stranger.

When | came out of the baths the sun was about to sink behind
the hillsthat sheltered the town. | turned from the dazzle of light and
stopped short, facing a pediment that was the twin to the one that led to
the sacred spring. But here, the dominant figure was agoddess, her hair
twisted up on each side and caught in the middle by aring. Shewas
haloed by a crescent moon.

For amoment | smply stood, staring, as attraveller will slop who
suddenly glimpses someone from home. Then | remembered how | had
come here.

"It will do you little good, Lady, to lieinwait for me" | said
softly. "It isyou who cast me out-I owe you no loyaty!"

From Aquae Sulis, the military road angled northeast across
Britannia After weleft Corinium it rose gradudly, passing through wild
hill country asit approached Ratae. Nonethel ess, we continued to find
mansios and posting inns spaced aday'stravel gpart dong the road,
and from timeto time | would glimpse through the trees the red-tiled



roof of avilla This, Congtantius assured me, was agentle land
compared to the mountains near Eburacum, but |, accustomed to the
marshlands of the Summer Country, gazed at the blue distances and
wondered.

Aswe neared Lindum, we cameto flat green countryside like the
Trinovante landswhere | had lived asachild. | took refuge in those
memories, and began to talk to Constantius about my father and my
brothers, fitting together my memories like some Roman mosaic of the
life of aBritish prince who had adopted, for the most part, the ways of
Rome.

"My own family isnot so different,” said Congtantius. "My people
come from Dacia, the land away to the north of Greece, where the
Carpatus mountains curve around the great plain. | wasborninavilla
on the Danuvius, wheretheriver cuts through the grasdands. Daciaiis
gill afrontier province-we became Roman even later than you
Britons-and the Goths keep trying to make us barbarian once again..."

"We heard that the Emperor Claudius had beaten them at Nissa,"
| said when the silence had continued for too long. It had been some
time since we had passed avilla, and though the road was elevated, a
tangle of trees pressed close on either side. The clip-clop of our
mounts hooves seemed loud in that empty land.

"Yes... | wasthere..." answered Congtantius, rubbing at the spot
on histhigh where| remembered seeing a scar. "But it was anear thing.
They came from the east, across the Euxine Sea. Our garrison at
Marcianopolis fought them off, but they sailed south and managed to
bresk through into the Aegeum, where they split into three armies.
Gdlienus wiped out the Heruliansin Thracia, but the Goths were il
rampaging around Macedonia

"Wefindly caught up with them at Nissa. It'shard to defend
againg wandering bands that hit avillage and run, but barbarian troops



can't stand againgt our heavy cavdry..." Hiseyeswere blesk with
memory. "It was adaughter. After that, it was mostly a matter of
mopping up. Hunger and bad westher killed as many of the stragglers
aswedid. That, and the plague." Hefdl slent, and | remembered that
the plague had killed Romans aswell, including his grest-unclethe
Emperor.

"Was your home safe?' | asked in an attempt to turn hismind
from thoughts of battle.

He blinked, and managed asmile. "Yes, it was-the Goths were
after older and richer towns. It was one time when living on the frontier
worked to our advantage. My people have been there since Trgan
conquered the [and.”

"My father'sfamily ruled the country north of the Tamesiseven
before the Romans came,” | observed atrifle smugly. The sunwas
breaking through the clouds, and | unhooked my broad hat from the
saddle and put it on. "But my ancestor made dliance with the Divine
Julius, and took hisfamily name."

"Ah-" answered Congantius, "my own ancedry islessillustrious.
One of my ancestors was aclient to Flavius Vespasianus, the great
Emperor, hence thefamily name. But thefirst of my lineto settlein
Daciawas a centurion who married aloca girl. But that's nothing to be
ashamed of. Some say that V espasianus himself was descended from
one of the founders of Rome, but | am told that the Emperor laughed at
that idea, and admitted that his grandfather had been aranker inthe
legions. It does not matter. We are all Romansnow...'

"l suppose s0,” | replied. "1 know Codlius kept the Roman
festivas. | remember going with him to the grest temple of Claudiusin
Camulodunum to burn incense to the Emperor. In matters pertaining to
government he was a Roman, but he kept to the old wayswhen it was
aquestion of the hedlth of theland. That ishow | cameto be



conceived,” | added unwillingly. "In the year of the great floods he
appeded to Avaon, and my mother, who was the High Priestess then,
travelled to Camulodunum to perform the Greet Rite with him."

"So you areroya on both sdes." Congtantius smiled at me, then
grew thoughtful. "Did your father ever formaly adopt you?'

| shook my head. "What need?’ | said hitterly. "l wasaways
intended for Avaon... Doesit matter to you?' | added, seeing his
frown.

"Not to me-" he said quickly. "It may have somelegd
implications... for our marriage.”

"Y ou want to marry me?" In truth, | had not thought much about
it, having grown to womanhood in Avaon, where the priestesses did
not bind themsalvesto any man.

"Of course! Or at least,” he added, "make some legdl
arrangement that will protect you-was not that ceremony we performed
at your fegtival awedding?'

| stared a him. "It was the union of the earth and the sun, meant
to bring life to the land-the god and the goddess were wedded, aswas
the case with my parents, not the priest and priestesswho performed
therite

He reined in abruptly, blocking my pony, and faced me. A pair of
warblerslifted from the hawthorn hedge, caling. "I you do not
consder yoursdf my wife, why did you come with me?’

My eyesfilled with tears. "Because | loveyou..."

"l am aninitiate, but not an adept of the Mysteries," Congtantius
sad after along moment had passed. "The only way | knew how to



make those vows was as aman. And you were my lady-thefirst timel
saw you | knew you were the woman whose soul was bound to my
own."

It occurred to me suddenly that Ganeda's plan could never have
worked even if | had not interfered. If Adliahad been the priestess,
Congtantius would have refused to go through with theritud. He
reached out and seized my hand.

"You are mine, Helena, and | will never abandon you. This|
swear to you by Juno and al the gods. Y ou will be my wifein fact,
whether or not you bear the name. Do you understand?”

"Volo-" | amwilling,” | whispered past the lump in my throat. At
least | had had avision. Only honour, and his noble heart, kept this man
amy sde

| think it was at that moment, stlanding in the road somewherein
the middle of Britannia, that my marriage to Constantiustruly began.

CHAPTER SEVEN
AD 271

Thewicker back of my round chair cresked as| leaned into it.
The pose was deceptively casua: from herel could see past the
frescoing of fruits and flowers around the doorway to the kitchen,
where Brasilia should be readying the next course of the meal. Our
guests, two of the more successful merchants based at Eburacum, had
just about finished the pickled eggs and the oysters served raw in the
shell with asharp sauce. Thiswas one of severd little dinners
Congantius had held in the year we had been here, building a network



of goodwill among the merchantsin the town.

It seemed to be working. The pewter business was prospering. |
knew that Constantius would rather have been with the men of the
Sixth Victrix in the great fortress acrosstheriver, though in truth, since
the wild tribes beyond the Wall had for some time been peaceful the
legion was rather under-strength, and there was not much activity there.
The busy town, which since the time of Severus had been the capital of
Britannia Inferior, was where the red power lay now, and Congtantius
seemed to be one of those men who could do well at anything to which
he put hismind.

I glimpsed Philip, a Greek boy whom we had recently added to
the household, hovering in the passage, and beckoned to him to clear
away the platters. Congtantius, who was dlill listening attentively to the
older of the merchants, one of the large Sylvanus clan who traded in
linen from Eburacum and pottery from Treveri, gave me an encouraging
amile

I smiled back, though acting the part of aRoman lady Hill felt a
bit unred. Avaon had trained me for many things, but they did not
include planning aforma banquet and making small talk over thewine.
For this, | would have been better prepared if | had grown up with the
other smpering girl-childrenin my father'shdl. Still, Congtantius
needed a hostess, and | did my best to pretend | was at ease.

| had learned to paint my face, and dressmy hair in acomplex
knot with a Greek bandeau to hide the crescent moon upon my brow.
Congantius's business was prospering, and he delighted to give me
things. I now had achest full of linen shiftsand tunicasin finey-woven
coloured wool, and earrings and a pendant of the localy worked jet,
the rounddl carved with Congtantiuss face and my own.

Spinning was atraditiona woman's occupation among the
Romans, and that was a craft that | knew well. But when we arrived in



Eburacum | had no more known how to manage a house than fight a
battle. | had no timeto pinefor Avaon-there was too much to learn.
Fortunately, we had an excellent cook in Brasilia. Constantius had
grown visibly more solid this past year. She would have resented any
attempt on my part to direct her, evenif | had had any notion of
cookery. She did, however, require me to memorize the ingredients, so
that if any of the guestsinquired, | could do justiceto her artistry.

Philip brought in the next course, adish of tiny cabbages caled
coliculis cooked with sweet green peppers, and mustard greens. It was
seasoned with thyme and served over apuree of jellied hare. With the
gravity of one engaged in some holy rite he served out portions onto the
plates, good red Samian ware, probably purchased from Lucius
Viducius, whose couch was next to my chair. Hisfamily had been
leadersin the pottery trade between Eburacum and Rothomagusin
Galliafor aslong as Congtantiuss relations had been manufacturing

pewter,

| took a bite, then set the spoon down again. It tasted well
enough, but my stomach wasrebdling. | had not even attempted the
oyders.

"Y ou do not eat, domina-are you unwell?" asked Viducius. He
was a big man with blond hair going now to grey who looked more like
aGerman than aGaul.

"A momentary upset,” | answered. "No need for concern...
Please eat, or my cook will never forgive me. Congtantiustells me that
you travel to Galiatwice ayear. Will you be going overseaagain
soon?'

"Very soon," he nodded. "Y our man is hoping to persuade usto
carry hiswaresto Germaniaon the ship that will bring back our own.
May Nehaenniakeep us safe from storms!™



"Nehaennia?' | echoed politely. Thiswas a goddess of whom |
had not heard.

"Sheisagoddess much favoured by traders. They have made a
ghrinefor her on an idand where the Rhenus flows into the ocean. My
father Placidus set up an dtar for her there when | wasachild.”

"|s she then a German goddess?'

| cast aswift glance around. Congtantius had drawn the second
man, a ship-owner, into his conversation. There were more disheson
the table now: broiled mullets braised in olive oil with pepper and wine,
and lentilswith parsnips cooked with herb sauce. | took alittle of each,
though | did not try to eat them, and turned back to Viduciuswith a
amile

"Perhgps," he was answering, "my father came origindly from
Treveri. But | think shelikes best the lowlands that face the north sea.
It isthere that the sealanes and the land roads meet; from there, she
can guard dl theways..."

My face must have shown something then, for he stopped, asking
what was wrong.

"Not wrong: | was only reminded of a British goddess, whom we
cal Elen of the Ways. | wonder if they could be the same?”

"Our Nehdenniais shown stting, with adog at her feet and a
basket of applesin the crook of her arm," the trader replied.

| smiled and leaned down to pat Eldri, who lay, asusud, a my
feet hoping that some morsd would fal. She sat up, nostrils quivering,
and | redlized that Philip was bringing in the roasted boar. | saw it come
with mixed fedings-the rich scent further upset my scomach, but its
appearance meant that the med wasamost over. | took acareful sip of



watered wine.

"Elenissaid to love dogs aswdll, for they show theway," | said
politely. "Did your father make a dedication to the goddess herein
Eburacum aswe|?"

Viducius shook hishead, "Only to Jupiter Dolichenus, sovereign
of the sun, and to the genius of this place-wherever onemay go, itis
awayswiseto propitiate the spirits of theland.”

| nodded, aware by now of the Romans compulsion to honour,
not only the geniusloci, but any concept or philosophica abstraction
that brought itsdlf to their attention. Every crossroads and public well
had itslittle shrine, with the name of the donor prominently displayed,
asif without such alabd the godswould not know hisidentity. Even
Congtantius, who had studied the philosophies of the Greeksthat were
s0 closeto the theology of Avaon, inssted that hisancestrd lares and
the penates that guarded the storeroom of this house must receive their
offerings

"Y our man has agood head for business, but he was never meant
to spend hislifeasatrader,” Viducius went on. "One day the Emperor
will call him back to his service. Perhaps then you will crossthe sea
yourself, and pay your respects to Nehalennia."

| tried to say something polite, but the odour of the roasted mesat
was too much for my rebellious ssomach. Excusing mysdlf, | madea
dash for the atrium and vomited into the terra cotta pot that held the
rosetree.

By thetime | had finished, | could hear the louder murmur of
conversation that meant our dinner guests were leaving. | sat down on
one of the stone benches, taking deep breaths of the codl,
herb-scented air. It was close to the ending of the month of Maia, and
the evening was il pleasant. There was yet enough light for meto



gppreciate the graceful lines of the two-storeyed wings that formed the
long atrium, bordered, on theinsde, by acolonnade. The house had
been built by the same architect who had designed the nearby palace of
the Emperor Severas, and though, like most homesin this part of town,
it stretched back from anarrow frontage, it had a classic elegance.

| felt much better, now that my stomach was empty. | hoped, for
our guests sake, it was not anything | had eaten. | washed out my
mouth with water from the fountain and leaned back againgt a.column,
gazing up at the open sky above the atrium where the young moon was

aready high.

And as| contemplated the moon, | redlized that by now | should
have had my courses. My breasts, too, had been unusually tender. |
touched them, acutely aware of their new weight and sengitivity, and
began to smile, understanding at last what was wrong with me.

A shadow moved among the potted shrubs. | recognized
Congtantius and stood up to meet him.

"Helena-areyou dl right?"

"Ohyes..." My smile grew broader. "Were your negotiations
successful, my love?" | put my arms about his neck, and he murmured
something into my hair as his own tightened around me. For amoment
we stood locked together. He smelled of good food and wine and the
gpicy ail hisdave rubbed into his skin at the baths.

"Y ou may congratulate measwell..." | whisperedinto hisear. "l
am about to bring you a greater profit than any trader. Oh, Congtantius,
| am going to bear your child!"

As spring ripened into summer, and my own body began to ripen
with pregnancy, for thefirst timeinmy life tasted true happiness. |
even knew it, agift not aways dlotted morta men. | had defied, if not



the gods, at least the priestesses of Avalon, and now | carried the child
the oracle had foretold! It was not until many yearslater thet |
questioned that prophecy, or reflected that in order to obtain the right
answer it is necessary first to have asked the correct question.

It was a smiling season, and Eburacum was the queen of the
north, where traders from al over the Empire brought their wares.

Merchants prospered here, and shared their good fortune with
their gods, from Herculesto Sergpis. The square before the basilica
was studded with dedicatory atars, set up in payment of vows. |
paused sometimes to pay my respects to the matronae, thetriple
mothers who guarded fertility, but otherwise | had little to say to the
gods.

With Eldri trotting at my hedls, every day | would go out of the
gate by the bridge and walk down the path by the Abus River toits
confluence with the Fossa, where the boats that came up from the
coast to the wharves disputed theright of way with the swans. In the
evening, the white walls of the fortress were reflected in the water, and
the setting sun overlaid the shining surface with opa and pearl. Inthe
past year the little dog had dowed down, asif age had suddenly come
upon her, but these expeditions, when she had achance to nose
through dl the fascinating detritus | ft at the water's edge, werethe high
point of her day. | hoped that it consoled her alittlefor losing the
freedom of Avaon.

But more than trade goods came in with those ships, and though
the western and eastern parts of the Empire might be politicaly divided,
newstravelled fredy between them. Just after midsummer there came
two arrivalswhich wereto dter our lives: amessenger with aletter
from the Emperor, and the first case of plague.

Wewere gtting in the atrium, where | had asked Drusillato serve
the evening medl. | wasjust beginning to enjoy food again, and our



cook ddlighted in finding ways to tempt my appetite. | was not certain
whether it had been diffidence on my part or the lofty scorn of an old
family retainer for anative-born concubine on hersthat had initialy
created the distance between us. But my incipient motherhood had
clearly devated my statusin her eyes.

| had made my way through severd of the appetizerswhen |
noticed that Constantius was not esting. After ayear in his company, |
could seethe man in him aswell asthe hero. | now knew, for instance,
that hewas at hisbest in the mornings and increasingly irritable after
sundown; could be honest to the point of tactlessness; and except when
hewasin bed with me, lived morein his head than his body. What
some people perceived as coldness | would have called focus. He
could not abide shellfish, and when hisinterest was engaged in some
project, he had to be reminded to eat at al.

"Y ou haven't touched thefood,” | said. "It isvery good, and
Drusllawill be upset if you do not appreciate her effort.”

He smiled and speared a piece of leek and sausage, but sat with
it uneatenin hishand. "Thismorning | received aletter.”

Suddenly | fdt chilled. "From Rome?" With an effort | kept my
voicecam.

"Not exactly. When hewrote it he wasin Nicomedia, though he
has undoubtedly moved esawhere by now."

| looked at him, thinking. No need to ask who he might be. But if
the Emperor wanted Congtantius's head, surely he would have sent an
officer along with his message to take him into custody.

"It wasnat, | takeit, awarrant for your arrest?"

He shook his head. "Helena, he has offered me aplace on his



gaff! Now | can makeared lifefor you and our child!"

| stared at him, suppressing my first panicked assumption that he
meant to leave me. Congtantius had done his best to seem happy, but |
knew how much he had missed his military career.

"Canyou trug him?'

"l think 0," he said serioudy. "Aurdlian has dways had the
reputation of being honest-alittle too forthright, in fact. It was because
he did not hide hisanger that it seemed best for meto gointo exile. He
isaready rid of me-to lure me back just so that he could have me
murdered would require uneccessary subtlety.”

Too forthright? | suppressed a smile, understanding why
Congantius had been exiled, and why the Emperor might want him
back again.

His gaze went inward, calculating, planning, and | redlized with a
pang that if hewasto fulfil the destiny | had foreseen for him, his
attention would be inevitably drawn away from me. In that moment |
wished passionately that he and | could have been ordinary people, and
lived out an ordinary contented life together, here a the edge of the
Empire. But even in the fading light there was something luminous about
him that drew the eye. If Constantius had been an ordinary man, he
would never have cometo Avaon.

"With Tetricus ill in power inthe West, | wouldn't be ableto
usethe pogting rdlaysanyway,” hesaid at last. "It isjust aswell, with an
entire household to transport. We can do part of thejourney by
water-make the crossing over the British Sea, and then take abarge up
the Rhenus. That will be easer onyou..." Helooked up a me
suddenly. ™Y ou will comewith me, won't you?"

One advantage to not being properly married, | reflected wryly,



wasthat Congtantius had no legd right to compel me. But the child in
my belly bound me to him-the child, and the memory of a prophecy.

Congtantius might have been able to leave at amoment's notice
when he was a bachelor, but now there was an entire household to
shift, and control of abusinessto transfer into competent hands. The
pewterworks had grown in the year he had been in charge of it. The
daveswho did the actud [abour were dl very skilled, but the volume of
production was beyond the capacity of the agent who had handled
things before, and it took time to find a suitable manager and break him
in.

Andinthat time, thefirst case of plague became many. It
occurred to methat if the disease had decimated the Emperor's staff
the way it was going through Eburacum, Aurdian'sinvitation might be
lessamark of magnanimity than of desperation.

The dave boy Philip fdl ill, and despite Drusllas protests, |
nursed him. This disease was characterized by aracking cough and a
prolonged high fever. But by wrapping him in cool wet cloths and giving
him the infusons of white willow and birch that | had learned to usein
Avaon | managed to keep Philip alive until the fever broke at last.

No oneédsein our household took theilllness, but the long hours
of strain had drained my strength. | began to bleed, and after afew
hours of wrenching cramps, | miscarried my child.

The summer, and our preparationsto leave Britannia, were
drawing to an end when Philip came into my chamber to announce a
vigtor. | waslying wrapped in ashawl on one of the coucheswith Eldri
at my feet. It was summer, but clouds had moved in from the seathe
night before and adamp chill weighted the air. Constantius had gone of f
to amesting at the Mithraeum-not aritud, asthose were dways
conducted by night, but some business connected with the temple. | did
not know what rank he had atained in the Mysteries, but his



adminidrative respongbilities suggested it was ahigh one.

| had been pretending to look at the romance by Longus that
Congtantius had brought home so that | could brush up on my Greek. It
was cdled Daphnis and Chloe and its exotic adventures should have
been a potent distraction. But in truth | had been adeep. | dept agreat
ded-it madeit easer to forget that the bright spirit that for alittle while
had made its home in my womb was gone. As Philip spokel let the
parchment roll up again.

"1 will tell her to go away-" said Philip protectively. Since his
recovery and my own illness, he had been my shadow, asif we were
bound together by our pain.

"No-whoisit?" | asked, with aquick glance around the room to
make sure it wasfit to be seen.

The walls had been painted in tones of warm gold, with festoons
of acanthus |leaves, and some of the striped rugs the local people wove
took the chill off thetiled floor. A basket with wool and a spindle had
been |eft on one of the tables, and severa book rollslay on another,
but the room was clean. If the wife of one of Constantius's associates
had come to see me, | should make the effort to be polite to her.

"l think sheisasdller of herbs. She has a covered basket... She
sad she had amedicine for what aled you," he added unhappily. "1
didnt tel her, mistress, | promise you-"

"Itisdl right, Philip. These people dl talk to each other-no doubt
she haslearned of my trouble from someonein the town.

Perhaps she will have something ussful.” | Sghed. "Y ou may as
well bring herin.”

Intruth, | had little hope of it, but it was bad enough that



Congtantius must drag awife halfway across the Empire; he should not
haveto ded with aninvaid. But deep down | understood that for any
of the nostrums with which well-meaning people were plying me to
work, | had to truly want to get well.

In afew moments Philip was back, standing aside asan old
woman came into the room. Even before | saw her face, senseslong
unused were sending a prickle of shock across my skin. Asthe woman
began to unwrap her basket, | redlized it had been recognition.

One moment she was an old, bent woman in atattered shawl,
like ahundred others who cameto sdll their waresin thetown. In the
next, she had gathered the glamour around her, and stood in dl her
majesty before me, seeming almost too tall for the room. Philip'seyes
widened.

"Lady-" Without thinking, | had risen to my feet, head bowed in
sdutation. Then anger flared through meand | straightened. " What are
you doing here!"

Philip, bless him, took a protective step forwards. | bit back my
next words.

"| could ask the same question of you," said Ganeda, "shut away
within thesewalld We mugt talk. Come out into the light and the air.”

"l have beenill-" | began, automaticaly on the defensive.

"Nonsense-you will never be better if you curl up like alapdog!
Come!" Assuming obedience, she started through the door.

Eldri jumped down from the couch, growling faintly, and my lips
twitched in the beginnings of asmile. At least in the atrium we would be
lesslikely to be overheard. Motioning to Philip to stay inside, | picked
up my shawl and followed her.



"S0, what have | done to deserve this honour?' | asked dryly,
seating mysalf on a stone bench and indicating that Ganeda should do
the same.

"Stayed dive..." the High Priestess answered starkly. "The
plague has cometo Avaon.”

| stared at her in horror. How could that be possble? The holy
idewas separated from the world.

"A girl from Londinium was sent to usfor training. Shewasill by
the time she arrived. We did not recognize the sickness, and by the
time word of the plague had reached usit wastoo late to stop the
contagion. Four of the maidens and six of the senior priestesses have
died."

| licked dry lips. "Not Dierna?

Fractionaly, Ganedas grim expression lightened. "No. My
granddaughter iswell." | listened as she gave the names of those who
had succumbed, women with whom | had shared the unique intimacy of
ritual, some who had cared for and taught me, and otherswhom | had
taughtinturn... and Adia

| shut my eyesagaingt thetears| could fed leaking out beneeth
my eyelids, drawing hot tracks across my cheeks. If | had not left
Avaon | could have nursed her, | thought numbly. | had saved Philip,
for whom | felt no more than kindness, surely my love would have kept
Adiain theworld. Or perhaps the plague would have taken metoo. In
that moment both fates seemed equally desirable.

"] thank you for comingtotell me..." | said & last.

"Yes, | know you loved her," the priestess answered tersdly, "but
that isnot why | have come. Y ou are needed by Avaon."



At that, my eyesflew open. "How... generous..." Through stiff
lips| got out the words. "Y ou are desperate, so now you will welcome
me back again!" | roseto my feet, the shawl dipping from my
shoulders, and began to pace back and forth aong the path. "No." |
turned to face her. "Y ou severed my link to Avaon. During that first
moon, when the wound was yet bleeding, you might have called me
back again. Now thereisonly ascar.”

Ganeda shrugged impatiently. "The link can be restored. It isyour
duty to return.”

“Duty!" | exclaimed. "What about my duty to Congtantius?"

"He hasno legd authority over you, nor are you linked in the
flesh snceyou havelost the child-"

"Isthat al you can understand?’ | cried, hands crossed
protectively before my empty womb. "What of the bonds that link the
heart and the soul? What of the prophecy ?"

"Do you think that justifies your rebelion?' Ganeda sniffed
scornfully. "A smple attack of lust would have been moreforgivable,

"l don't need your forgiveness! | don't want it!" | could hear my
voicerising, and fought for contral. "Y ou had the right to banish me, but
not to jerk me back and forth like a child's pull-toy on astring. It was
you, not |, who cancelled my oathsto Avaon. Nor shal | bregk the
vows | have sworn to Congtantius. | lost this child, yes, but there will
be another. | have seen the babein my armd”

Ganeda contemplated me sourly. "When we planned that ritud,
Arganax caculated the movements of the stars. We know what they
would have destined for a child concelved in that Beltaneritua. Who
knows what the child you bear to Constantius will do? | tell you now



that there may come aday when you wish he had never been born!™

| lifted one eyebrow and looked down at her. "Oh-l see. Itis
wrong for meto set my will above yours, but you are perfectly judtified
in setting yours above that of the gods! Did you not teach us yoursdlf
that the Fates weave our lives asthey will, not asyou or | would have
it? My son will not be thetool of Avaon!™

"Then you had better pray that he will at least know how to serve
the godd!”

"Can you doubt it?" | exclamed inmy pride. "Hewill be the son
of the Restorer of the Light and a Priestess of Avdon!™”

"l do not doubt the gods," Ganeda answered very quietly, "but a
long life has taught me not to put my trust in men. | wish you well,
daughter of my sister.” Leaning heavily on her saff she got to her fedt,
and now she looked truly old.

"Wait," | said despite mysdlf. ™Y ou have had along journey and |
have offered you no refreshment-"

But Ganeda only shook her head. "Y ou shall be troubled no
longer, either by me or by Avdon..."

| understood her words, but as | watched her go it seemed to me
that the memory of this conversation would haunt mefor along timeto
come.

Whether it was because my hedling was complete or Ganeda's
challenge had stimulated me, | do not know, but from that time onward
my energy began to return. | took amore active part in preparing to
move the household, and when, afew days before we were scheduled
to take ship for the continent, Conscantius mentioned that he had to
ride out into the countryside to bid farewell to one of hisfather's



cousins, | asked if | could come aong.

Asour salling date gpproached, | found mysdlf viewing
Eburacum with new eyes. | had not been there long enough to think of
it ashome, but it was nonetheless part of Britannia, which | wasso
soon to lose. Still, the town itself was Roman, not British, and only
aong theriver could | fed the spirits of the land. In the countryside, |
would surely sense them more easily, and be able to make my farewells.

Congtantius had rented atwo-wheeled cart for the journey,
drawn by thefaithful red mule. Theland herewaslow and ralling, risng
gradudly to the west, where mountains lay on the horizon, more sensed
through the misty air than seen. On the second day we cameto Isurium,
theold triba capital of the Brigantes, which was now athriving market
town. Isurium lay in the bend of the Abus, just before the road crossed
the river once more.

Favius Pallio had retired here after asuccessful career in
Eburacum and was now amagistrate. He was clearly delighted to show
off his newly-built townhouse, particularly the mosaic of Romulusand
Remus with the wolf which adorned his dining room floor.

"| seethat your little dog appreciatesfine artwork," said Pollio,
flipping abit of roast mutton to Eldri, who had flopped down next to
the mosaic of the bitch-woalf asif to join the twinsin nursing from her
dugs. | blushed.

"l am sorry-she dways sits at my feet when we dine a home.
She must have got out of our bedchamber-"

"No, no-let her stay. We are not formal here." Pollio smiled at
me. "Thisisacountry of goddesses and queens, and ladies have their
privileges... Cartimandua, you know-" he added when | looked
inquiring. " She held the Brigante lands for Rome, even when her
husband rebelled.” He shook an admonishing finger at Congtantius. "L et



that be awarning to you, my boy. A manisonly strong when hiswifeis
behind him!"

Now it was Congtantiuss turn to colour, dways anotable sight
with hisfair skin. "Then | must be Hercules," he answered, but | shook
my head.

"No, my dear, you are Apollo.”
He blushed even more brightly then, and | laughed.

When the meal was over, the two men retired to Pollio's study to
go over the papers Constantius had cometo see, and | took Eldri out
for awalk through the town. After aday and ahdf of jolting in the cart
and aheavy medl, | needed exercise, and soon found mysdf striding
through the gate towards the open country beyond the town.

Here in the north country the day lingered longer than | was used
to. A ground fog wasrising from thefields, catching the sunset light so
that it looked asif skeins of golden flax had been laid acrossthe land.
Soon after | crossed the bridge | saw a cowpath leading away to the
west and turned off the road. With Eldri to guide me | had no real fear
of being log, even if the mist should thicken as darknessfell.

My stepsdowed as| went on, for at last | had found the solitude
| was seeking. The air had the peculiar hush one finds at dawn and at
sunset, broken only by the cawing of three crowsflying towardstheir
roogt, and the distant lowing of aline of cattle moving towardsthe
milking shed and home,

| cameto ahdt, handslifting in inginctive adoration. "Brigantia,
Exalted One, holinessupwelling! Lady of thisland, | am soonto fare
across the sea. Grant me your blessing, goddess, wherever my
wanderingsmay leed..."



The dillness degpened, asif theland itsdlf wereligtening.
Although the air was cooling rapidly, | felt on my cheek abregath of
warmth, asif the earth were giving back the last heat of the day. Eldri
scampered up the road, more energetic than | had seen her for some
time. The white tuft of her tail wagged asit did when shewason an
interesting scent, and | hurried to follow her.

| reached the top of therise just in time to see her white form
disappearing into the alder thicket that edged the right side of the road.

"Eldri! Come back herel"

The dog did not turn, and | began to run, calling again. | could
see now that a path led through the thicket, barely wide enough for me
to force my way through.

The meadow beyond it was hazed with gold. Through the
glimmer of ground mist | glimpsed Eldri, trotting towards apillar of
dark stone. | stopped short, staring. There were three of them, spaced
across the meadow in an uneven row, about the width of aforum apart.
| had seen megaliths before, but never any astal asthese, nearly the
height of the columnsin the Temple of Serapiss portico.

"Eldri, be careful,” | whispered, but | should have remembered
that she was afaerie dog, accustomed to marvels, for she sat down
before the nearest, panting, and waited for meto catch up with her.

"Well, my dear one, what have you found?'

The dog cocked her head and then turned back to the pillar,
watching it expectantly. Sowly | circled it, out of habit moving sunwise.
The stone was very dark, more smoothly finished than was usud for
one of the works of the ancients, narrowing dightly towards the top,
which was marked by severd grooves. Orange and white lichens
gpread lacy swathes across the dark surface. | understood the purpose



of circleslike the one upon the Tor, but | could not imagine why these
three pillars had been erected here.

Very softly | gpproached and set my two palms against the stone.
The surface was cold, but | let my awareness move out through my
hands and into the rock, seeking the flow of energy that rooted it to the
earth below.

It was not there. Instead, | fdlt asif | were holding onto some firm
object while floating, except that thething | held wasfloating too, asif |
had taken a boat to the centre of the Lake to go swimming there. The
sensation was rather pleasant, like the didocation of trance, and for me,
starved for over ayear of such sensations, far too seductive. | let out
my breeth in along sigh, dlowing my awarenessto snk ever more
deeply into the stone.

For atimelessmoment | knew nothing but sensation. Then |
redlized that the sense of vertigo was passing. The pillar was once more
solid beneath my hands, but as| straightened and looked around me, |
realized that the world had changed.

The pillars stood now on an open plain. The golden light of sunset
had transmuted to a silvery radiance that had neither source nor
direction, but was quite sufficient to illuminate the radiant figures that
danced in adouble helix around the stones. Eldri was running with
them, darting in and out among the dancerslike a puppy, barking with
10y.

| stepped away from the pillar to go after her, and found myself
being swept into the dance. Strong hands swung me around, fair faces
invited meto joinin their laughter. Suddenly my feet werelight, thelagt,
dragging exhaustion from my miscarriage vanishing. | felt joyousand
freeas| had not been since... | had wandered into Faerie.

In that moment | understood how, coming to the stones at sunset,



| had opened adoorway between the worlds. Or perhapsit was Eldri
who had led me here. Certainly she was gambolling about asif she had
shed the years, ecstatic as one who, having been long exiled, returns at
last to her home,

| saw her coming to rest at last at the feet of one of the fair folk
who stood before the centra pillar, and at last the dance cast meupin
the same place. With the blood gtill racing in my veinsfrom the swift
moation, | hated, redlizing that the person who waited there was the
Faerie Queen.

Thistime she wore the colours of summer's harvest, acrown of
woven wheat and agown of pale gold. Eldri was nestled in her arms.

"Lady, how comeyou here?' | sammered, sraightening from my
bow.

"Where ese should | be?' Her low voice was honeyed with
amusement.

"But we arefar from Avaon-"

"And when you dreamed of it the other night, how far away were
you then?" she asked.

"l wasthere... but it was only adream.”

"Some dreams are more rea than what men cdl redity,” the Lady
said tartly. "The gatewaysto Faerie are fewer than the Doors of
Dream, and yet there are more than most men believe. One hasonly to
know the times and seasonsto find the way."

"Will | be ableto find the way from the lands acrossthe sea?' |
asked then.



"Even from there, if you have need, though you may seeusin
another guise in those lands where men know us by other names.
Indeed, unless you learn to honour the spiritsthat dwell in the other
lands, you will not prosper there.”

And she began to tell me of the beings | should encounter, names
and descriptionsthat dissolved into my awareness, not to be recalled
until many months, or even years, had passed. In the timeless present of
Faerie | had no sense of hunger or fatigue, but at last the Lady ceased
her ingtructions, and it occurred to methat | ought to be returning to the
human world.

"My thanksto you, Lady. | will endeavour to do asyou say.
Now let me take the dog, that she may show me the way home.”

The queen shook her head. "Eldri must stay. Sheisold, and her
spirit isbound to thisland. Shewould not survive your journey. Let her
remain-she will be happy with me here.”

In that land where there is no weeping, nonethelesstears came to
my eyes. But the gaze of the Faerie Queen wasimplacable, and it was
truethat Eldri looked very happy, nestled in her arms. For the last time,
| scratched behind those silky ears. Then | let my hand fall.

"How shall | go back, then?" | asked.
"Y ou have only to walk widdershins around the stone.”

| began to move, and with each step the light faded until | found
mysdlf standing in the meadow in the gathering darkness, aone.

When | reached the bridge | saw torches bobbing along the main
road and found that Constantius had come out to look for me. | told
him only that Eldri had run away, and | had been searching for her. He
knew how | had loved the dog, and so my sorrow needed no



explanation. And that night | found comfort in the shelter of hisarms.

A week later, we were on one of Viduciuss ships, bound for the
mouth of the Rhenus and Germania

Part |1
THE WAY TO POWER

CHAPTER EIGHT
AD 271-2

Totravel on the seaisto move outsdetime. One Sits, with
neither tasks nor duties, contemplating the dim grey ribbon of shoreline
on the horizon, and the ever-changing, undulant landscape of the sea.
The scenein the boat's wake alters as swiftly asthe view from the
prow, so thereisno way to recognize where one has been, and after a
time the succession of ridges and valeys beginsto repest itsdlf, so that
onewondersif any progress has been made at all.

Still, after aweek of travel | could senseanew warmth inthe air,
and the land wind brought me a scent that | recognized from childhood.
Since we had left Eburacum the wegather had been fair, with afollowing
wind. The big trading ship wallowed doggedly southward, not even
needing to anchor when night fell. But now we were angling towards
the shore. | put my arms around the curving prow, leaning out over the
water.

"Y ou look like the figureheads | have seen on some Greek
vesss," said Congtantius behind me. He seemed younger and more
sturdy somehow than | remembered, and | redlized for thefirst time just



how much it meant to him to be returning to hisred life once more.
Thoughtfully, I let him assst me back to the deck.

"What isthat?" | gestured towards the headland, where the
grey-green waters of agrest river flowed steadily down to minglewith
the blue sea.

"Itisthe Tamess" said Congtantius, beside me. | turned to gaze
with new interest a the low, rolling country above the line of sandspits.

"1 played on that beach when | wasalittle child, while my father
inspected the watchtower on the point,” | replied. "1 remember
wondering where the passing shipswere going."

"And now you are going with them," Congtantius smiled.

| nodded, leaning againgt his solid strength. There was no need to
burden him with my sudden longing to go home. It was, in any case,
impossible. My father was dead, and one of my brothersaswell. The
other was serving with the false emperor Tetricusin Gdlia. Inthe
palace at Camulodunum adistant cousin ruled now. The home of my
childhood was gone as surely asthelittle girl who had once gathered
shells on that sandy shore.

| clutched at therail asthe ship leaned into the wind that blew
down theriver, tacking across its mouth towards the narrow channel
between the ide of Tanatus and Cantium. We spent two nights at an
inn, while Viducius supervised the loading of additiona cargo, but
before | had quite got my land-legs back we were afloat once more.

Now, we had not even a glimpse of shoreline to show us our
direction, only the sun and the stars, when the clouds parted and we
could see them. But | began to wonder if the senses that Ganeda had
gripped from me were returning, for | found that even when the mists
surrounded us | could fed Britannia behind us, and asthe hours



passed, | began to sense anew energy ahead. On the third day, asthe
sea-mist disspated in the morning sun, | saw ahead a horizon smudged
with idets, the many-branched channels of the delta of the Rhenus that
guarded the way to GermaniaInferior.

Our destination was Ganuenta, where the River Scadis flowed
into the ddta of the Rhenus, amgjor transfer point for shipping from the
continent to Britannia. While Congtantius made arrangements for our
transport up the Rhenus, | was free to explore the marketpl ace that
adjoined the port, the faithful Philip at my sde. Likedl frontiers, it was
an amagam of cultures, where the gutturas of the Germanic tongues
mingled with the sonority of Latin. Since the dayswhen Arminius
destroyed Varus and his legion, the Rhenus had been the border
between Free Germaniaand the Empire. But for over acentury it had
been apeaceful boundary, and the folk who brought their furs and their
cattle and their cheeses acrossthe river to market seemed little different
from the tribes on the Roman side.

| waslooking at wood carvings at one of the market stallswhen
someone called my name. Turning, | recognized Viducius, got upina
togawith abasket of apples under hisarm.

"Areyou going to aparty?' | asked, indicating the fruit.

"No, dthough | will seeanable lady-I am on my way to the
temple of Nehdenniato give thanksfor the safe voyage. Y ou would be
welcome to accompany me.”

"I would like that. Philip, you must find Congtantiusand tdl him
where | have gone. Viduciuswill escort me home.”

Philip eyed the trader alittle suspicioudy, but after dl, we had
just spent an entire seavoyage in his company. Asthe boy trotted off,
Viducius offered me hisarm.



The temple was located on the rising ground at the northern end
of theidand, asquare cloister surrounding the central shrine, whose
tower wasjust visible aboveit. In between the votive dtarsthat lined
the path, vendors had set up stdls offering copper medalswith images
of dogs or the figure of the goddess, more applesfor offerings, and
wine and fried breads and sausages for hungry worshippers. Thefruit
Viducius was carrying was much better than anything for sale here, and
we swept past disdainfully and passed through the entryway into the
cobbled courtyard.

| had seen finer temples, but there was a comfortable informality
about this one, with its red-tiled roof and cream-coloured walls. There
were more dtars here-Viducius paused to show methe one hisfather
Placidus had dedicated long ago. Then he handed an aureusto the
priestess, and pulled the end of histoga up to cover his head aswe
entered the sanctuary, lit by arched windows high in the tower. Ona
plinth in the centre of the chamber stood the image of the goddess,
carved from some warm reddish stone. She held aship in her hands,
but a basket of appleswas carved at her feet and beside it adog that
looked so much like Eldri that tears came to my eyes.

When | could see again, the trader was setting his apples down
before the plinth. The image of the Goddess gazed serendly past him,
her hair drawn back into asimple knot, her draperiesfaling in graceful
folds. Mesting that carven gaze, | felt ashiver of recognition, and put
back my vell to bare the crescent moon upon my brow.

Nehalennia... Elen... Elen of the Ways... Lady, in a strange
land | find you! Guard and guide me on theroad | must travel
Now. ..

For amoment then, my inner Slence overwheimed al outsde
sound. Inthat hush, | heard, not avoice, but the sound of water flowing
from apooal. It sounded like the Blood Spring at Avalon, and it cameto
methen that al the waters of the world were connected, and where



there was water, the power of the Goddess flowed.

Someone touched my arm. | blinked and saw Viducius, his
prayers completed. The priestess of the shrine was waiting to escort us
out. Without intention, words came to me: "Whereisthe spring?”

Shelooked a mein surprise, then her gaze moved to the
crescent on my brow and she nodded with the respect due a colleague.

Motioning to Viduciusto stay where he was, sheled me around
theimage to an opening in the floor. Carefully | followed the woman
down the wooden steps into the crypt benegth the sanctuary, walled
with raw stone and smelling of damp. Theflickering light of oil lamps
glinted from plagues and imagesfixed to thewalsand gleamed in
dow-moving whorls from the dark surface of the pool.

"Thewater of the Rhenusis brackish whereit mingleswith the
seq," she sad softly, "but this spring isaways pure and good. Which
goddess do you serve?'

"Elen of the Ways," | answered her, "who may be the face your
Lady wearsin Britannia. She has guided me here. | have no gold, but |
will offer thisbracelet of British jet if | may." | worked the round bangle
over my hand and let it fall into the hidden depths of the spring. The
reflections scattered in aburst of spanglesasit hit the water, then came
together once morein abright swirl.

"Neha enniaaccepts your offering..." the priestess said softly.
"May your journey be blessed.”

The trangport Constantius had found for us was a barge laden
with st fish and hides that laboured upriver by the efforts of the twenty
daveswho toiled at the oars. It stopped often to take on more cargo,
but the ddlays dlowed me gradudly to gain asense of thisnew land
into which | wastravelling. At Ulpia Traiana, set at the edge of theriver



asit meandered through the gently-rolling countryside, we were given
dinner by the commander of the fortress. In theory he served Tetricus,
but information from the eastern empire aso flowed down theriver,
and Congtantius was eager for news.

Thuswe heard of the bitter victory at Mons Gessax in Thracia,
where the Romans had encircled the last of the fleeing Goths. But the
ineptitude of the commander, who had not had the wit to use his heavy
cavary to press his advantage, had cost many lives. Aurelian was now
continuing his operations againg the Vandasin Dacia. At least it
appeared that the barbarian threat had been dedlt with, for atime.

By the time we boarded our boat once more anew passenger
had joined us. He was called Father Clemens, around little priest of the
Chrigtian cult who had been sent by the Bishop of Rometo vist the
congregationsin the western lands. | observed him with some curiosity,
for gpart from the monks of InisWitrin, hewasthefirst priest of his
fathwhom | had seen.

"Ohyes, there are Chrigtiansin Eburacum,” he assured uswhen
Congtantius mentioned our point of departure. "A small congregation,
to be sure, meeting in a house-church belonging to a virtuous widow,
but they are strong in thefaith." Father Clemens eyed us hopefully,
reminding me painfully of Eldri when shethought | might throw her a

scrap.

Congtantius shook his head, smiling. "Nay, | servethe Soldiers
God, and the eternd light of the sun, but there is much good to be
found in your belief. Y our churches care for the unfortunate and the
needy, | have heard.”

"God has so commanded us" he said smply. "And what of you,
lady? Have you heard the good Word?'

"There was acommunity of Christians near the placewherel



grew up,” | said carefully. "But | follow Elen of the Ways."

Father Clemens shook his head. "It isthe Christoswho isthe
Truth, the Way and the Life," he said gently. "All otherslead to
damnation. | will pray for you."

| stiffened, but Congtantius smiled. "The prayers of aman of
good will are wayswelcome." Hetook my arm and drew me away.

"l am apriestess of the Goddess!" | hissed when we had reached
the prow. "Why should he pray for me?"

"Hemeanswedl," answered Congantius. "Some of his
fellow-bdievers would damn us both, without waiting for their god to
takeahand."

| shook my head. The monk, whoever he had been, who had
appeared to me at Inis Witrin, had spoken otherwise. Still, in Eburacum
| had met many paganswho dedlt only in the forms and ceremonies of
their rdigion. | wondered if among the Chrigtians, therewasaso a
difference between the common folk and those who understood the
Myderies

Congtantius put hisarm around me and | leaned againgt him,
watching the long vistas of plain and forest, edged by marsh or mudflat
or sandy strand, dide by. One sde was Roman, the other, German, but
| could not see much difference between them. | had looked at the
maps the Romans made in an attempt to define their territory, but the
land knew no such divisons. For amoment | hovered on the edge of
some crucia understanding. Then Constantius turned his head and
kissed me, and in the flood of sensation that followed, the moment was
log.

Our journey hdted again at Colonia Agrippinenss, aflourishing
city built on an eminence above the Rhenus. There was more news



here-the Emperor had pursued the Goths all the way acrossthe
Danuvius and destroyed them in another greet battle, killing ther king,
Cannabaudes, and five thousand of their warriors. The Senate had
voted him thetitle of Gothicus Maximus and a Triumph. But despite his
victory, Aurelian had apparently decided that Dacia north of the river
wasindefensible, and was pulling the limits of the Empire back to the
Danwvius.

"And | can't say but that he has good reason,” said the centurion
we weretaking to, "just as when he abandoned the agri decumates
south of here and withdrew dl the troops back to the Rhenus. Rivers
make nice clear borders. Maybe Aurelian thinks the barbarians will be
too busy fighting each other to trouble us. But it galls, just the same,
when | think of al the blood we shed to hold that land.”

Congtantius had grown very slent. "1 wasborn in DaciaRipensis.
Strangeto think that it will become the frontier. | suppose the Goths
will befighting what's | eft of the Carpi, the Bastarnae and the Vandds
for it now."

"Not the Vandals," corrected the centurion. "Aurelian has brought
them in asfederates and enlisted them as auxiliaries”

Congtantius frowned thoughtfully. "1t may work; the gods know
the Germans breed good fighting men.”

The barge took us asfar as Borbetomagus. There, we joined a
party of traderswho were taking their pack mules aong the Nicer and
through the hillsto the Danuvius. The farther we travelled the stronger
my awareness of the dendty of the land around us became. Inal my
lifel had never lived more than aday's journey from the ocean, but
now solid earth surrounded me, and even the mighty riverswere no
more than the blood flowing through her veins.

These lands might have been abandoned by the legions, but they



had not yet reverted to barbarian rule. The villas and farmsteads the
Romans had carved out of the forest still prospered, and we were glad
of their hospitdity. And for me, thisleisurely journey through Germania
brought the unexpected benefit of my husband's undivided attention.
When hefirgt joined the army Constantius had been posted to the
German limes and knew them well. To hear his stories of garrison and
battl efield gave me a picture of who he truly was that was to sand me
in good stead thereafter.

But with each league we travelled my own past fdll farther behind
me. | became JuliaHelenaonly and entirely, and memories of that Eilan
who had been a priestess of Avaon dwindled until they had no more
Substance than a.dream.

A moon of travel brought usto the upper reaches of the
Danuvius, where we found another boat that would take us
downstream. Here the grest river flowed east between the Suevi hills
and the lowlands of Rhagtia. When the autumn haze cleared, we could
see the snow-clad Alpes glittering on the southern horizon, drawing
gradudly closer and lower until the river passed through agap in the
hills and presently made a sharp turn southward through the broad
Pannonian plain.

Thisriver wasin fact far longer than the Rhenus, but going with
the current, we moved faster. Presently we turned eastward once
more, heading, so Congtantius told me, towards the Euxine Sea. To the
south lay the lands of Graecia of which Corinthius had told me so many
gories, to the north, Scythiaand the unknown. Theland itsdf told me
that we had journeyed far indeed. As the season advanced towards
winter, cold winds blew down from the mountains, but the days were
not appreciably shortened, and the trees and plants were different from
the ones | knew.

| had thought that we would stay with the boat dl the way to the
Euxine, but when we stopped at Singidunum, Constantius reported to



the fort's commander and found there orders that had been waiting in
case he should come that way. The Emperor, having settled the
barbarians, was preparing to march on Palmyra, where Zenobia had
attempted to wrest her desert kingdom free from Roman rule.

Aurdlian wanted Congtantius, and he wanted him now.
Authorization for posthorses was therefore included, and chitsfor
lodging in the government mansios aong theway. Leaving Philip and
Brasliato follow with our goods, Congtantiusand | set out by
horseback aong the good military road that led through Moesaand
Thraciato Byzantium. From there, aferry took us across the Straits of
Marmarato the province of Bithynia, and the city of Nicomedia, where
the Emperor and his court were now in resdence.

"Wait until summer-this can be abeautiful land,” said Congantius.
Histone was bracing, asif | were ahomesick recruit. It was not so far
from the truth, 1 thought, tucking my heavy shawl more firmly around
me. We had been herefor over four months, much of which
Congtantius had spent riding back and forth between Drepanum and
Nicomedia, where the Emperor was preparing for the Pamyran
campaign. Zenobia, who called herself Queen of the East, had laid
claim not only to her native Syria, but to Egypt and parts of the
province of Adaaswadll. In another moon, the army being sent to
punish her would be gone.

"ThisisFebruary,” | reminded him. Though we were too near to
the straitsfor snow, the chill had settled in my bones. The villahe had
rented for me was damp and draughty-a house built by people who
refused to believe it would ever get cold. Not surprising, | thought
glumly, snce the town of Drepanum, just down the coast from
Nicomedia and across the strait from Byzantium, was a popul ar resort
to which the court escaped during the summer hegt. In winter, it had
only the spawith its hot springs to recommend it.

"Britanniais colder-" he began, the plates of his cuirass creaking



as heturned. | had not yet become accustomed to how helooked in
uniform, but it was clear to me that the merchant he had played in
Eburacum was only haf the man Congtantius was meant to be.

"In Britannia," | retorted, "they build their housesto keep out the
cold!"

"It'struethat it was summer when | was here before,” he
capitulated, looking through the opened shutters at the rain that was
dimpling the waters of thelily poal in the atrium. For most of the past
two monthsit had rained. He turned to me again, suddenly serious.

"Heleng, did | do wrong to take you from your homeland and
drag you dl theway here? | was so accustomed to the army, you see,
and al the officers wives who have travelled with them from post to
post dl over the Empire, | never thought that you were not bred up to
thiskind of life, and might... not..." He shrugged helplesdy, hiseyes
fixed onmy face.

| swallowed, searching for words. "My love, you must not mind
my complaining. Don't you understand? You are my home now."

His blesk gaze brightened, like the sun bresking through clouds. |
had a moment to admire him, then he took mein hisarms, carefully, for
we had dready learned that his armour could leave bruises, and for the
moment, | was not cold any more.

"I must go," he said at last, murmuring the words into my hair.

"l know..." Reluctantly | stepped away from hiswarmth, trying
not to remember how soon he would be gone indeed, on the Pamyran
campaign. The overlapping plates of the cuirass scraped dightly ashe
bent to pick up hisheavy coat. | noted with sour satisfaction that it was
a byrrus, the hairy, hooded kind we made in Britannia



"By thetime you reach the city, you will be wet through,” | told
him, not entirdly sympatheticaly.

"I'mused toit," he grinned back at me, and | redlized that not
only wasthistrue, but that he actualy , liked confronting the wesether.

| accompanied him to the entry and opened the door. Our house
was hafway up the hill above the main part of the town. Tile roofsand
the marble columns of the forum gleamed through drifting veils of rain.
Philip was holding Congtantius's horse, an old woollen mantle drawn
over hishead againg therain.

"l am sorry, lad-I did not mean to keep you waiting!" Constantius
reached for thereins. As he started to mount, there was a squeak, and
the horse, a skittish chestnut gelding, tossed its head and swung away.
Congtantius wrestled it down, and Philip made a step with hislaced
hands so that his master could swing aleg over the beast and settle
himsdf between the horns of the military saddle,

But | was no longer watching. That odd squeaking noise had
come again, or perhapsit was awhimper. My searching gaze fixed on
apileof debris swept against the corner of thewall by the overflow
from the gutter. Had it moved, or wasit only thewind? | picked up a
twig blown down by the storm and bent to poke at the pile. It quivered,
and suddenly | was staring down at apair of bright black eyes.

"Helena, take care! 1t might be dangerous!” Constantius nudged
the horse closer. From the rubbish came afaint but unmistakable growl.
Bending closer, the debris proved to be a sodden huddle of hair, asif
someone had lost afur cgp intherain.

"It'sapuppy!" | exclaimed, asablack button of a nose appeared
beneath the eyes. "The poor thing!"

"Lookslike adrowned rat to me." muttered Philip, but hewas



dready pulling off hiswool mantle and thrugting it a meto kegp me
from using my own shawl.

Gently, | scraped away the leaves and mud in which the puppy
wastangled and lifted it out. There was no hint of warmth beneath my
hand: 1 would have thought it dead had it not been for the desperate
regard of those bright eyes. Murmuring softly, | cradled it againgt my
breast, and imperceptibly, an emptiness that had been theresince | lost
Eldri begantofill.

"Be careful,” said Corigtantius. "It may be sck, and it will
certainly havefless.”

"Ohyes" | answered, though in truth, | wondered if even aflea
would be interested in the skin and bone beneath my hands. But | could
fed theflutter of aheartbest. "I will givethis poor mite every care.”

"I will be going, then," said Congtantius asthe horse Sdled
nervoudy.

"Yes, of course.” | looked up a him, and something that had
been strained in hisface eased. Hisreturning smile was like a caress.
Then he pulled up the hood of his byrrus, reined the horse around, and
put it into a plashing trot down the road.

When he had gone, | settled the puppy securdly against my
breast and carried him insde. A bath and agood meal improved his
looks, though his breeding was as mixed as the population of the
Empire. Hisearswere floppy, his coat amixture of black and white,
and there was a hint of aplumeto histail. The Sze of hispaws
suggested that if early starvation had not stunted him, he might grow to
be a big dog indeed.

The eagerness with which he lapped up the bowl of broth Drusilla
prepared for him demonstrated acommendable will to live.



"What will you cal him?" asked Philip, less dubious now that the
dog was clean.

"l wasthinking of "Hylas', after thelover of Heracleswhom the
nymphs drowned in the poal. In these partsthat isa popular tale."
Indeed, it wasin Chios, afew days journey to the east dong the coadt,
that Hylas was supposed to have been lost when the Argonauts
stopped there on their way to capture the Golden Fleece.

"He certainly looksasif someone tried to drown him," the boy
agreed, and so the dog was named.

That night Hylas dept in my chamber, and dthough my bed was
gill empty, it comforted my heart alittle then and during the lonely
months after Congtantius had followed the Emperor southward to Syria
to once more hear the patter of paws at my heels.

Congtantius had been right about the weather. With summer, the
sun shone triumphant from a cloudless sky and baked the grass on the
hillsto gold. The windows that had admitted so many draughtsin
February were thrown open to let in the sea breeze in the morning, and
the wind off the lake in the afternoon. Thelocal people said it was quite
reasonable for the season, but after the mists of Britannia, | found the
hest oppressive indeed.

By day, | dressed in the sheerest of gauzes and lay beneath a
linen shade by the fountain in the atrium, Hylas panting by my side. At
night | sometimes walked by the lake, the dog scampering ahead of me
and Philip, clutching acudgel and glaring suspicioudy around him, a
step behind. From timeto time | would receive aletter from
Congtantius, who was marching, in armour, through country that made
Drepanum sound as cool as Britannia by comparison. When we heard
of the victory at Ancyra, the magistrates had ordered a great bonfire it
in the forum, and again after the good news from Antiochia.



With summer, anumber of noble families from Nicomedia had
trandferred their households to Drepanum. Severd of the women dso
had husbands who were with the Emperor, but we had littlein
common. Drusilla, who picked up al sorts of gossip at the market, told
me that the word was going about that | was not Constantiuss wife, but
agirl he had found at an inn and made his concubine, and | understood
why the ladies had been so distant. She wasfull of indignation, but |
could hardly resent an opinion that from the legal point of view was
true. There had been no marriage contract, no exchange of giftsor
dliance of rlativesto solemnize our union, only the blessing of the gods.

Andintruth, | was glad to berdieved of socid obligations, for
with the nobles had come some of the Emperor's philosophers, and one
of them had a skinny young apprentice caled Sopater, who in
exchange for what | could spare from the housekegping money and a
taste of Braslias cooking, waswilling to tutor me.

The Greek | had learned as a child was rusty, and in this country
| needed the common tongue to speak with tradesmen, and the more
rarefied language of the philosophersto read the works of Porphyry
and otherswho were making such adtir.

Sopater was both young and earnest, but once he relaxed
sufficiently to look mein the face at our lessons, we got on well, and if
during those long summer daysit wastoo hot to move my body, at
least my mind was active. | needed the distraction; for after the great
battle at Emesa, | had received no word from Congtantius, or of him, at
al.

But just a dusk one evening shortly after midsummer, when | had
finished my bath and was considering awalk by thelakeside, | heard a
commotion outside, and above Hylass furious barking, avoice that
made the breath catch in my throat. | dragged the nearest garment over
my head, and with touded hair and the sheer tunicaunbelted, ran out
into the entry.



Inthe light of the hanging lamp | saw Congtantius, fined down by
the campaign to bone and muscle, hishair bleached to pale gold and his
skin brick-red from the sun. Hewas dive! Only in that moment did |
admit to mysalf how deeply | had feared his death in those desert
sands. From thelook on hisface | redlized that with the light behind me
I might aswell have been naked. But what | saw in his gaze was
something more than dedire, it was awe.

"Domina et dea..." hewhigpered, which was atitle even the
Empressdid not clam, and yet | understood, for in that moment | saw
him, as| had seen him at that Beltane on Avalon, asthe god.

| motioned to the servants to leave us, and then, holding out my
hand, drew him after me into our bedchamber. Hylas, after thefirst
flurry of barking, had fallen sllent; perhaps he had recognized
Congtantius's scent as belonging to thisroom. Aswe moved towards
the bed, | heard him flop down before the door.

After that | ceased to think about the dog or anything else
beyond my own need for the man in my arms.

We cametogether in that first frantic encounter like wanderersin
the desert who finding an oasi's, were desperate to assuage our thirst.
Struggling with each other's garments, we fell upon the bed. Later, |
wasto find my tunicain acorner, torn in two. When we had shuddered
to completion, | held Congtantiusin my arms, waiting until hisgaloping
heartbest dowed.

"Wasthe fighting very bad?" | asked as| helped him to remove
the remainder of hisclothing.

Congantius sghed. "The Arabs plagued us al the way through
Syria, picking off men with arrows, trying to raid the baggage train.
When we reached Palmyra, Zenobiawas ready for us. We couldn't
take the place by assault-the Emperor himsalf was wounded-so we had



to St down to asiege. Aurelian offered terms, but she thought the
Persans would save her. Only their king, Sapor, died, and they were
too busy fighting each other to worry about Rome. Then Probus
finished dedling with Egypt and cameto reinforce us. It was dl over,
and Zenobiaknew it. Shetried to flee, but we caught her and brought
her back in chains™

" S0 you won-you should be triumphant,” | commented, reminded
of Boudicca, and repressing my ingtinctive sympathy.

He shook his head, siretching out and settling me with my heed
pillowed on hisarm. " Zenobia had sworn to kill hersdlf if captured, but
she panicked, put dl the blame on Longinus and the other men who
served her. And Aurdlian executed them. So shewill walk in his
Triumph after dl... | understand why they had to die," he added after a
moment had passed, "but it |eft abad taste al the same. At least the
Emperor... did not appear to enjoy it."

Oh my poor love, | thought, turning to cradle his head against my
breast, you are tempered too finely to be used for this butchery.

"When we had won the city ... the other officerstook women,”
he whispered then. "' could not do it, not with al that death around.”

| tightened my grip, unreasonably pleased, whatever the reason,
that he had been faithful. It was not something | had aright to ask, but it
certainly, | thought with secret amusement, explained the intensity of his
need.

"You arelife..." murmured Congantius.

Hislips brushed one nipple. | could fedl both of them harden at
histouch, and the rekindling of the fire between my thighs.

"l have seen so much killing. .. let memakelifeinyou..."



His hands moved upon my body with adeliberation and aneed
more compdling than hisfirst compulson, and | found mysalf opening
to histouch more deeply than ever before. At the ultimate moment he
rose above me and | saw hisfeatures by firelight, focused in ecstasy.

"Thesun!" he gagped. "The sun shines at midnight!”

At that moment my own completion came upon me, and | could
not tell him that it was only the light of the bonfire they had kindled to
celebrate the Emperor'svictory.

In the silent hour before dawn, the only time, at this season, that it
wastruly cooal, | roseto rdieve mysdlf. When | returned from the privy,
| stood for atime, gazing out of the window and enjoying the touch of
the chill air on my bare skin. The fire in the forum had burned out, and
deep, that next to death was the greatest of conquerors, had
overwhelmed the revelers. Even Hylas, who had roused when | did,
had lain down again.

A sound from the bed made me turn. Congtantius was clutching
at the bedclothes, groaning. As| watched, tears squeezed from
beneath histight-shut eyelids and began to roll down his cheeks. |
hurried back and lay down beside him, winding him in my arms. Once,
| thought, | had been the one who had the nightmares, but since | 1eft
Avaon | did not dream any more.

"It'sdl right,” | murmured, knowing it was the tone that would
reach him, not thewords. "Y ou are dl right now-I am here..."

"Thesun shinesat midnight-" he groaned. "The temple burng
Apoallo! Apalloisweeping!™

| soothed him, wondering if this was something he had seen on
the campaign. The Emperor's persond deity was the sun-god-1 could
not believe he would willingly destroy a sanctuary, but | had heard that



in warfare the destruction sometimes got out of hand.

"Hush, my love, and open your eyes-it ismorning, do you see?
Apoalloisdriving his chariot above the rim of theworld-"

With lipsand hands | set out to awaken him, and was rewarded
presently when he quickened to my touch once more. Thistime our
loving was dow and swest. By the time we had finished, Congtantius
was awake once more, and smiling.

"Ah, my queen, | have brought giftsfor you-" Naked, he padded
over to the bag that someone had brought while we dept and set just
ingdethedoor. "l meant to array you in thisfor our first night back
together, but you are more beautiful clad only inyour night-dark hair...'

He rummaged in the bag, and pulled out something wrapped in
unbleached linen. Asthe rough cloth fell away, ablaze of colour smote
the eye. Congtantius shook out asilk chiton dyed the true, imperia
purple, and held it out to me.

"My love, it istoo splendid!" | exclaimed, but | took the garment,
wondering at the fine weave of thefabric, and dipped it over my head.
| shivered asthe silk caressed my skin and swayed, feding the soft
folds mould themsalvesto my body.

"By the gods, purple becomesyou!" he exclamed, hisglance
kindling.

"But | can never wear it," | reminded him.

"Not outside," he agreed, "but in our bedchamber you are my
Empress and my Queen!”

And in bed or out, you, my beloved, are my Emperor! |
thought, admiring the powerful balance of hisnaked body, but even



here | dared not speak those words aoud.

Congtantius put hisarm around me and drew meto the
eadt-facing window. | Sghed, replete with loving, feding in my body a
sense of fulfilment | had not known before. Surely, | thought then, |
must come away from such anight asthis had been with child.

Together we stood watching asthe sun, like avictorious
emperor, lifted above the horizon and banished night's mysteriesfrom
theworld.

CHAPTER NINE
AD 272

In Britannia, September had been amonth of misty sunshine, but
the forum a Naissus blazed with light benesth abrilliant blue sky. From
the shade of the awning that had been raised to shelter the families of
the imperid officers| could fed the waves of heat rising from the
cobbles of the square. | had hoped, when Constantius told me of his
new posting, that the plainsthat bordered the Danuviusin Dacia, being
farther north, would be cooler than Bithynia, but in the summer, this
inland city seemed even hotter than Drepanum, which had at least
sometimes got a breeze from the sea. | could fed perspiration gathering
beneath thefillet | wore to hide the crescent moon tattooed upon my
brow. | took adeep breath, hoping | would not faint. Three months
into pregnancy, | was gill Sck inthemorningsand at intervals
throughout the day.

Perhapsit was hunger that was making me fedl so light-headed, |
thought then, for | had not dared to eat before the ceremony, or
perhaps it was the heavy scent of theincense. Two priests swung



censers beside the dltar; with each swing, more smoke swirled into the
ar. The haze drifted like agauzy curtain before the columnsthat formed
the western side of the square where the ground fell away towardsthe
River Navissus. Beyond thetiled rooftops, agleam of water, fields gold
with stubble and low blue hillswavered in the hested air, insubstantial
asadream.

"Areyou unwel?" Someone spoke nearby.

| blinked, and focused on the bony, dark face of the woman
besde me. With an effort | remembered that shewas cdled Vitdlia, the
wife of one of Congtantiussfellow Protectores.

"l will be," | answered, flushing. "I'm not ill, it'sjugt-" | felt mysdlf
colouring agin.

"Ah, of course. | have borne four children, and | wassick asa
hound-bitch with three of them-not that dogs generdly have morning
sckness" she added, large teeth showing as she smiled. "Thefirst one
| bore when we were gtationed in Argentorate, the second and the third
in Alexandria, and my last boy was born in Londinium.”

| gazed at her in respect. She had followed the Eagles all over the
Empire. "I comefrom Britannia..." | said then.

"l likedit," Vitelliagave adecisve nod, setting her earrings
swinging. A little golden fish winked from her breast, suspended from a
fine chain. "We 4till have ahouse there, and perhaps well return when
my husband retires.

The procession was dmost a an end. The flute players had
Spread out to one Sde of the atar, and the Six maidens, having
scattered their flowers, took up their position on the other. The
priestess who wal ked behind them halted before the dtar and cast a
handful of barley into thefirethat burned there, calling on Vesta, who



livedintheflame.

"l had heard you werefromthelde,” said Vitdlia ™Y our man
came back from exile there and did so well in the Syrian campaign he's
been made atribune.”

| nodded, appreciating her matter-of-fact acceptance of my
somewhat ambiguous marital status. Since Congtantius's promotion,
some of the women who had pointedly ignored me before had become
gushingly respectful, but Vitdlia struck me asthe sort of woman who
would behave the same to afish-wife asto an empress. The thought
turned my gaze back to the forum.

The Emperor presided from a shaded dais behind the atar, with
his senior officers around him. Seated on histhrone, Aurdlian looked
like the statue of agod, but when Constantius presented me | had been
surprised to find him asmall man, with thinning hair and tired eyes.

Autométically, my gaze moved to the end of thelinewhere
Congtantius himself was standing, just at the edge of the shade. When
he moved his breastplate caught the sunlight. | blinked-for amoment he
had seemed to stand in an aureole of light. But of course, | thought,
amiling, he awayslooked like agod to me. The armour flashed again
as he straightened, and | saw that the priests were coming through the
archway with the sacrificid bull. The anima was white, itshornsand
neck garlanded with flowers. It moved dowly; no doubt it had been
drugged to prevent any inauspicious struggle from marring the
ceremony. The procession cameto a halt before the dtar and the priest
began to intone the prayers. The bull tilled, its head drooping asif the
droning incantation had been adeep spdl.

A second priest moved forward, hard muscle bunching in his
arms as he lifted the pole-axe. There was amoment of stillness, then it
blurred downward. The resounding ‘thunk’ asit struck the anima's skull
reverberated from the columns. But the ox was dready sinking to its



knees. Asit fdl, one priest caught its horns, holding them long enough
for the other to plunge the knife into the beast's throat and jerk
Crossways.

Blood rolled across the stonesin ared tide. Severa of the men
who were watching averted their eyes, crossing themselvesin the
Chrigiansgnagaing evil. It isonly evil for the bull, | thought ruefully,
or perhaps not even for him, if he consented to be the offering.
Surely the Christians, who worshipped a sacrificed god, knew that
death could be haly. It seemed rather small-minded of them to deny
that sanctity to dl religions but their own.

Holy it might be, but as the sickly-sweet scent of blood
overwhelmed theincense ontheair | felt my gorgerise. | drew my vell
across my face, and sat very dill, breathing carefully. It would be
impolitic aswdl as unlucky to disgrace mysdf a the ceremony. A
pungent whiff of herbs cleared my head and | opened my eyes.

Vitdliawas holding out aspray of lavender and rosemary. | took
another deep breath and thanked her.

"Isit your firg child?"
"Thefirg that | have carried thislong,” | answered.

"May God's Holy Mother bless you then, and bring you safe to
term,” said Vitdlia, looking back towards the forum with afrown.

It was not a scene to enjoy, | thought, but | did not quite
understand her disapproval. | tried to remember if her husband had
been one of the men who crossed himsalf when the bull waskilled.

The beast had mostly bled out by thistime, and the lesser priests
were duicing the blood towards the gutters. The others had the body
cavity open and had set the liver in asilver bowl so that the haruspex



could examineit. Even the Emperor wasleaning forward to ligen to his
muttering.

For me, trained in the oracular tradition of Avaon, augury by
entrails had dways seemed a clumsy method of divination. When the
mind had been properly prepared, theflight of abird or thefdl of alesf
could be an omen, triggering the insights of prophecy. At least the bull
had been killed cleanly and with reverence. When we feasted on its
flesh that night, we would accept our own place in the cycle of lifeand
death, even aswe shared initsblessing. | placed my hand on my belly,
just beginning to harden asthe child within me grew.

The haruspex wiped hisfingers on alinen towe and turned
towardsthe dais.

"All honour to the Emperor, favoured of the gods-" he declaimed.
"The Shining Ones have spoken. The winter that iscoming will bea
mild one. If you teke thefield, you will have victory over your enemies.

| only realized how tense the crowd had been when | heard the
murmur of comment. Severd strong men were dragging the bull awvay
to be cooked for the feast. The maidens came forwards, lifting their
armsto the heavens and began to sing.

"Hail, Thou resplendent and sovereign sun,
Adorewe Thy glory, oh Thou holy one!
So help usand hedl us, until as above,
Beow, dl isbeauty and dl know Thy love..."

| felt the tears Start in my eyes as the pure sweet voices
intertwined, remembering how | used to sing with the other maidens on
Avalon. It had been along time since | had called upon the Goddess,
but the singing awakened in me alonging | had dmost forgotten. The
chant wasfor Apollo, or whatever name they used for the sun-god in
the Danuvian lands. It was the custom for each emperor to exdt the



deity who was his patron, but it was said that Aurelian wished to go
further, and proclaim the sun to be the visble emblem of asingle,
al-powerful being who wasthe highest god of al.

At Avdon dso | had encountered such an idea, though it wasthe
Great Goddess whom we saw as Mother of everything. But | had been
taught also that any honest impulse of worship will find the Source
behind al images, no matter what nameiscaled, and so | st my hands
upon my belly and closed my eyes and sent forth apleathat | might
carry thischild thefull term and bear it hedthy and dive.

"Come, Lady Helena," said Vitdlia. "The ceremony isover, and
you won't want to keep your lord waiting. They say that Congtantiusis
aman with afuture. Y ou must make agood impression at the
celebration.”

| had hoped that Vitdliaand | might be seated near each other at
the banquet, but Constantius escorted me to a couch just below the
dais, while she and her husband remained near the back of the room.
She had been correct, | thought as | stretched out and spread my skirts
modestly over my ankles and watched him speaking with the Emperor.
Thefact that my husband had won Aurdlian's favour was becoming
clear. | tried to ignore the murmur of speculation from the women
nearby. Constantius would not have brought me here without the
blessing of Aurélian, and what the Emperor gpproved, no gossiping
woman, however exdted her status, might deny.

On the next couch lay one of thelargest men | had ever seen.
Obvioudy he was a German, from hisflaxen hair to his cross-gartered
breeches, with muscular arms showing benesth the short-deeved tunic.
But around his neck was a golden torque, and the bands on his upper
arms and wristiswere aso gold.

"You are Lady Helena, yes?' he asked. | flushed, redizing he had
caught me watching him, but he did not seem to mind. With such a



physique, | thought then, he must be accustomed to attracting attention.
"Congtantius says much about you." His accent was gutturd, but he
spoke good enough Latin, by which | concluded that he had served
with thelegionsfor sometime.

"Y ou were on the campaign?'

"In the desert-" he grimaced, holding out one brawny arm, where
thefair skin had been baked nearly to the colour of brick by the sun.

I nodded in understanding. | had learned quickly that it was not
modesty but necessity that impelled women to go veiled when they
walked outsdein thisland.

"l am aleader of auxiliaries-of Alamanni spears. Y ou Romans
cannot pronounce my name." He grinned. "So Crocus | am caled.
Y our man saved my lifea Ancyra, morethan hisduty. | give him my
oah, | and my kin."

| nodded, understanding him as, perhaps, a Roman woman could
not, and understanding aswell that thisloyaty extended to
Congantiussfamily.

"Thank you. My father was a prince among the British tribes, and
| know what this meansto you. | accept your service-" | set my hand
upon my bely, "for mysdf and my child."

Crocus bent his head with even greater reverence than before. "I
seethat it istrue, what he says about you." He paused as| lifted an
eyebrow, and then continued. "Among my people we know that
women are holy, so when he saysyou are like agoddess, | know itis
true”

That Congtantius should think so did not surprise me, but such
talk wasfor the privacy of the bedchamber. | could not help but



wonder in what extremity of danger he and this man had found
themsalves, for him to have reveded hisinner mind so far. But | had
realized dready that there were things that asoldier did not speak of at
home, things that Constantius strove to forget when he lay in my arms,
and | would probably never know.

"Toyou and your child," he repeated my words, "I pledge my
troth, to protect and defend againgt al foes.”

The babble of conversation had receded, leaving the two of usin
agreat slence. | bowed my head, my eyesblurring with tears. It
seemed along time since | had used the senses by which the spirit sees
truly, but even though there was no atar here, and neither priest nor
sacrifice, | knew that the oath that Crocus had just sworn had been
witnessed by the gods.

"| seethat the two of you have met." Constantius spoke beside
meand | looked up, blinking the tears away.

"Crocustellsmethat you saved hislife” | said quickly, lest he
misunderstand my emotion, and moving over so that he could recline on
the couch at my sde.

"Did hetdl you that he saved mine aswell?' Hissmileto Crocus
was awarning not to frighten the womenfolk with soldiers tales.

"She does not need to be told.”

Congtantius's eyebrows twitched, but he thought better of
enquiring further. He leaned on one elbow and waved towardsthe dais.

"Aureianishonouring al the heroes of the campaign-he has
Maximian up therewith him, | see”

| followed his gesture and saw athick-set man with ashock of



greying brown hair, asformidable asabull. Helooked like afarmer, as
indeed, his parents had been, but he had a gift for war.

"And thereis Docles beside him," Congtantius went on. Next to
Maximian sat abig man with thinning reddish hair above a broad brow.
Linesof rigid control marked his features despite, or perhaps because
of, the colour of hishair.

"Now there's aman to watch. His father was only aherdsmanin
Damatia, unless some god begot him. He seemsto have been born
with ageniusfor fighting, anyhow, and heisagood adminisirator as
well, which iseven more vaduablein agenerd.”

"And morerare?' | asked. But just then the daves began to serve
usthefirst course of the banquet, and he forbore to reply.

Congtantius had been posted to the Cohors Prima Aurelia
Dardanorum, who were garrisoned near the junction of the Navissus
and the Margus. | had hoped that this meant he would be commuting
between the fort and the house he had rented for me in Naissus, but at
the beginning of November, the Dardanianswere ordered to assst in
the pursuit of the retreating Goths, and Congtantius, his baggage
packed with woollens againgt the suddenly chilly weather, marched
north and left me done.

Only athinline of hills protected Naissus from the winds that
swept across the open Danuvian plain, winds born in the steppes of
Scythiathat had warmed only enough to pick up some moisturein their
passage across the Euxine Sea. Soon, | thought as | wrapped a shawl
around my shoulders, there would be snow. Still, in this country they
knew how to build for cold weather, and not only did the house have a
hypocaust that kept warmth rising from thetiled floors, but in the large
room Constantius had chosen for our bedchamber, there was an actudl
hearth. It was for that reason that Constantius had rented it, he had told
me, o that the warmth of an open fire would remind me of home.



Asmy pregnancy progressed | spent much of my timein that
chamber. It seemed unfair that Constantius, who had comforted me
through thefirst three months, should have had to leave mejust asthe
sicknesswas passing and my belly began to round out asthe child
grew. | had passed through the phase when women most often
miscarried their children, and | now felt certain that | would carry this
babe to term. Indeed, | had never felt better. When the weather
permitted, | would walk with Drusillato the market-place in the centre
of town; Philip, who had become very protective, ahaf-step behind us
and Hylas scampering ahead.

Good food and affection had transformed the little dog, who now
stood nearly as high asmy knee, with asilky black and white coat and
awildly-waving plume of tail. To Hylas, the market was a place of
infinite possibility, full of fascinating smellsand even moreinteresting
and odoriferous objects. It was poor Philip'stask to keep the dog from
trying to drag them home. For the human members of the household the
market was asource of gossip that kept us informed about the
progress of the campaign.

The Gothsthey were fighting were thelast survivors of the great
incursion that had shaken the Empire two years before. But eveninthe
dayswhen Rome il claimed Dacia, its northern mountains hed
resisted the penetration of the legions. The Goths had melted into the
wilderness like snow in summer. But it waswinter now, and a
dwindling food supply would put them at a disadvantage before the
well-fed legions.

Or at least we could hope so. To think of Constantius on the
march, wet and hungry while | sat warm before my fire, chilled my soul.
But therewas nothing | could do to help him. Only my yearning spirit
reached out across the leagues that separated us, asif by doing so |
could bring him some comfort.

And more and more, aswinter drew in, it seemed that | was



indeed touching his spirit. | had tried to do thiswhen Congtantiuswasin
Syria, without success. Wasit because | now carried his child that the
link had strengthened, or perhaps because my successful pregnancy
hed restored a confidence lost when | was exiled from Avaon?

| dared not question too closdly. It was enough, in thelong winter
evenings, to st before the hearthfire, humming softly as| combed out
my hair, and allow avison of Congtantius to take shape among the
glowing cods.

On one such evening, just before the solstice when soldiers
celebrate the birth of Mithras, | found the visons| saw in the coals
taking on an unusud clarity. A chunk of charring firewood was
transformed into amountainsde, and below it, on an outcrop, glowing
gticks became the square pdisade of a Roman marching camp with
neet rows of tentslaid out ingde. Smiling, | indulged the fancy.
Congtantius might be settling down for the night in just such acamp
even now. | leaned forwards, willing mysdlf to seethetent in which he

lay-

-and suddenly | wastherein the camp, Saring at faling tentsand
running men lit by the flames of the burning paisade asthe Goths burst
in. Spearpoints flickered like exploding sparks as the Romansralied,
swords darting in and out in tongues of flame. Frantic, | searched for
Congtantius, and found him standing back-to-back with Crocus. He
was defending himsdf with alegionary's pilum, while the big German
fought with alonger German spear, and their valour had swept acircle
of safety around them.

But even together they could not defeat the entire Gothic army,
and therest of the Romans were getting the worst of it. There were so
many! Now another contingent drove towards Constantius.
Ingtinctively | legpt forwards with an inarticulate cry. | do not know
what the Goths saw, but they recoiled.



Suddenly | remembered afragment of teaching from Avaon,
offered asahistorica curiosity, Snce surdy we would never have any
usefor it now. In the ancient days, the Druid priestesses had been
taught battle-magic, spdllsto protect their warriors, and the shriek of
the Raven-Goddess that had the power to unman afoe.

It wasthat shriek that | felt building in my breast now, acry of
rage, of despair, of utter negation. | extended my arms and they
became black wings, bearing me upward asthat fury filled me, body
and soul.

The Goths looked up, mouths opening, fingersflexinginthesign
againgt evil as| swooped towards them. They were no Romans, to
make divinities of abstractions and abstract principles of their deities.
They knew the spirit world wasredl. ..

"Waelcyrige! Haliruno!" they cried as| bore down upon them.
And then | opened my throat, and the scream that left my lips
separated them from their senses, and me from consciousness aswell.

When | opened my eyes once more, Drusillaand Philip were
bending over me, faces blanched with fear.

"My lady, my lady! What wasit? We heard acry-"

| looked at them, thinking that | did not want the love with which
they served meto changeto fear.

"A nightmare, | think," | muttered. "I must havefdlen adeep
beforethefire

"Areyou dl right?sthe child-"

In sudden darm | set my hand to my belly, but dl waswell. "He
isasoldier'sson," | managed to grin at them. "It will take morethan a



little noiseto frighten him.”

It was the Goths who had been frightened, | thought in
satisfaction, if what | remembered had been true vision, and not a
dream.

After that | sent Philip to the market-place each morning, seeking
news, until aletter came from Congantius, telling me that he waswell,
and not to worry if | heard there had been a battle. He had not been
hurt, and in the fighting the Gothic king Cannabaudes had been killed.
And by theway, and here | could dmost hear the uneasy laughter with
which Romans responded when they thought the powersthey
worshipped might actualy be real-Crocus said that the enemy had been
routed by a goddess with my face...

When we had first come together in the Gregat Rite, Constantius
had seen me as the Goddess; and he had done so on the night |
conceived my child. Why then, | wondered, should he be surprised?

The Romans, | reflected as | wrapped my shawl around me,
were proneto fall into one error or its opposite-either to hold that the
visbleworld was only an imperfect reflection of the lded, which the
philosopher sought to transcend, or to live in aworld of unpredictable
forces which must be congtantly propitiated. The one despised the
world while the other feared it, and the Christians, | had heard, did
both, caling on their god to save them from his own judgment.

But everyone believed in omens. If Congtantius had not provided
for me could have made agood living as aseeress, using the skills|
had learned on Avaon. And what omen, | wondered then, should | find
inmy vison of the battle? | st my hand on my belly, smiling as| fdt the
flutter of movement within.

Wasiit your valiant spirit that inspired me, my little one?
Surely you will be a great general, if you are helping to win battles



even before you are born!

And what, | asked mysdlf then, did | believe? 1 did not fear the
world, but neither did | rglect it. We had learned athird way, on
Avaon. My training there had taught me to sensethe spiritin
everything, and to recognize that for the most part the world went its
way with littleinterest in humankind. The raven that croaked from the
rooftop did not know that the man who listened would hear a
message-it was the man whose mind must be atered in order to find
meaning init, not the bird. Spirit moved through dl things,; to learnto
livein harmony with that movement wasthe Way of the Wise.

The babe stirred once morein my belly, and | laughed,
understanding anew why we saw a Goddess when we sought to give a
face to the Highest Power. Now that the first months of adjustment to
pregnancy were over, | had never fet sowell. Filled and fulfilled, | was
smultaneoudy acutely aware of my body and one with thelife force
that flowed through everything.

Asthewinter progressed and my belly grew ever larger, my
euphoria was tempered with an understanding of why the Goddess
might sometimeswant to let her cregtion fend for itsdlf. | gloried in my
role as human cornucopia, but it would have been ardlief at timesif |
could have set my fertile belly down. By the time Congtantius and the
Dardanians returned from their campaign, early in the second month of
the year, it seemed to methat | could have posed for a statue of
Taueret, the Egyptian hippopotamus goddess who presided over

pregnancy.

Upon learning of my condition, the wives of Congtantiuss
fellow-officers had been quick to share every story of childbed trauma
to be found in what was obvioudy arich folklore, while cheerfully
offering me the services of Egyptian physicians and Greek mid-wives.
When | was dtill a Avaon birthing had never been one of my
Specidties, but fortunately it was covered as part of our training in



hedling. When | wokein the il hours, till trembling from some
nightmare of abotched ddivery, | knew enough to quiet my worst fears.

But the midwife | chose was awoman Brasiliahad found for me
cdled Marcia, who had a good reputation among the wives of the
town. A sturdy, matter-of-fact soul with afrizz of auburn hair and an
ample bosom, she insisted on consultations with the mother-to-be well
before the delivery, and consented to work only for those who would
follow her directionsregarding diet, exercise and rest.

When she had measured my girth and caculated my due date
Marciarecommended activity. The child waslarge dready, shetold
me, and the birth would go easier if | could deliver him early. |
understood what she did not say. When an infant wastoo big, it came
down to a choice between cutting into the mother, asthey said the
great Caesar had been born, or dismembering the child to extract it
from thewomb. It was then that | began to make offeringsto Eilythia
for asafe delivery. | waswilling to diefor the sake of the Child of
Prophecy, but if it came to a choice between us, | knew that
Congtantius would wish to save me.

And s0 as February drew on | walked to the market with Brasilia
inthe mornings, and down to the river and back up the hill every
afternoon, ignoring Congtantiuss worried frown. | walked on the
occasond day of watery sunshine, ignoring the twinges as my womb
prepared for itstask, and through the rain, even when it turned to deet
and snow.

"Y ou do not train your soldiersfor battle by keeping themidlein
camp,” | told Congtantius. "Thisismy battle, and | intend to go into it
asfitasl can."

And on the twenty-seventh day of that month, coming back up
the hill to our house | dipped on awet cobblestone and sat down hard.
AsBrusillaheped me back to my feet | fdlt the gush of warm water



from my womb mingling with the cold water that soaked my gown, and
thefirst hard pang aslabour began.

The household clucked and bustled in panic around me, but | had
hoped for just such an accident. As one of the maids rushed off to find
Marciaand Philip took horse to go out to the fortress for Constantius, |
lay back upon the bed with agrin of triumph, until the next contraction
came.

My time had come upon me early, but my womb, once started in
its labour, seemed in no hurry to expd its contents. Through the rest of
that day and the night that followed the contractions continued. The
merciful amnesathat alowsawoman who has given birth to face the
prospect again has dimmed my memories of most of that time. Indeed,
sometimesit isthe fathers who remember so vividly that they fear to let
their wives suffer so again.

If 1 had not been in such good condition | doubt | would have
survived, and even so, as the second day drew on and my pangs,
instead of becoming closer together, began to dow, the women who
attended me looked grave, and | remember telling Marciathat if it
cameto achoice, she must cut me and savethe child. Therain had
stopped and the light of the westering sun, coming through the window,
flamed in her hair.

"Nay," she said then. "It istrue that once the waters have broken
the birth must not be too long delayed, but fear not to let your body
rest for alittlewhile. | have atrick or two left in my bag that can get
things going once more.”

In my exhaugtion | found it hard to believe her. | closed my eyes,
wincing as the child within me kicked. Thismust be hard for him as
well, trapped in a congtricting bag that was squeezing him into a
passageway too narrow for hisframe. But he had no choice about it
now, and neither did I.



"Goddess, was it so terrible for You, when You gave birth to
theworld!" camemy dlent cry. "' | have seen the passion that drives
Your creatures to reproduce their kind. Help me to deliver this
child! I will give you whatever you ask"

And it seemed to me then that from the depths of my pain there
came an answe.

"Whatever | ask? Even if it means that you must lose him?'
"So long as he stays alive!"” | replied.

"You will keep him, and you will lose him. He will trample
your heart as he pursues his destiny. The changes that he brings
you can neither predict nor control. But you must not despair.
Even when they bring pain, growth and change and alteration are
all part of My plan, and all that islost will one day return once
more..."

| wasin pain aready, and could not understand. | knew only the
need to bring forth my child. I made some motion of assent, and
abruptly | was back in my body once more. Marcia set a cup of teato
my lips whose bitterness was perceptible even through the honey they
had mixed in. | tried to identify the herbs, but caught only the astringent
taste of yarrow and red cedar.

Wheatever it was, when it hit my empty stomach it began to work
immediately. The contractions returned with awrenching agony that
overwhelmed my intention not to scream. Again and again | was
wracked by the pain, but presently | was able to discern akind of
rhythmin it. Marciagot me up onto the birthing ool and gave mea
wad of cloth to bite down on. Brasiliabraced herself behind me and
one of themaidstook either arm. | learned later that | had gripped their
wrigts so tightly | left bruises, but | was not aware of doing so a the
time



| felt the warm seep of blood and the hot oil with which Marcia
was massaging me. Y ou're doing well," shetold me. "When the urge
comes, bear down with al your might!”

Then the giant hand squeezed once more, and | pushed, past
caring whether anyone heard my cry. Again and again it came, until |
thought | must split in two.

"l havethe head," said Marcia, and then alast convulsion seized
me and therest of the child did free. A purplish, struggling form swung
acrossmy vison as shelifted it, ummistakably mae, and then the room
resounded to aroar of protest that must surely have been asloud as

any of my own.

Dimly | was aware of being lifted to the bed once more. Women
bustled around me, packing me with cloths to stop the bleeding,
washing me, changing the bedding. | paid no attention to their chatter.
What matter if | wastoo badly torn to bear another-this child lived! |
could hear hislusty cries even from the next room.

A face gppeared above me. It was Sopater, with aman inthe
robes of a Chaldean priest whom | remembered being told was an
agtrologer.

"Y our son was born at the fifth hour past noon,” said Sopater.
"We have aprdiminary horoscope already. Marsisin Taurusand
Saturnliesin Leo. Thischild will be awarrior, stubborn in defeat and
unyielding in victory. But Jupiter reignsin the sign of Cancer and there
aso stshismoon-your son will care strongly for hisfamily. But above
al, Aquariuswill rule, risng with hisVenusand hissun.”

| nodded and he turned away, still excited. | heard the clink of
glassware and redlized that they were drinking to the baby's hedth in
the next room. How unfair, | thought then. All the work was done by
me! But that was the custom, when aman claimed his son, and | should



be glad for it.

| was, by Roman reckoning, an illegitimate child, and though my
father had acknowledged mein the British fashion, he had never
bothered to draw up papers of forma adoption, having aways
intended mefor Avaon. In Roman law, | was Congtantius's concubina,
ardationship which waslegdly recognized, but lower in gatusthan a
forma wedding. But even had we been married confarreatio, inthe
most ancient and formd of patrician Syles, it would il havefadlento
my husband to claim the infant as his own and to decide whether he
should live.

Asl lay inthe bed, too exhausted to open my eyes, yet ill tense
with excitement, it seemed wrong to me that the man should have that
power. It was not he who had formed the child out of his own flesh,
nor hewho would nurseit. A memory cameto me of Avaon, when |
sat ligening with the other maidens while Cigfollataught usthe
midwiféskills.

The woman of ancient times had possessed astrength we no
longer claimed. If she had too many children, or not enough strength to
rear another child, or if feeding it would deprive the tribe & the wrong
time of year, she could look into the face of the child and put forth her
hand and send that child back into nowhere and nothingness asif it had
never been born.

Lying inmy bed, listening to the murmur of talk fromthemenin
the next room, | understood her meaning as| had not when | wasagirl.
| redlized then that awoman is never free to bear achild unlesssheis
asofreeto abort it. A man must know that heis breathing because his
mother looked on hisface and saw that it was good and chose fredly to
nourish him. This child, who lived because | had given up somuchin
order to conceive and bear him, must never be alowed to forget that
he owed hislifeto me.



And then the men came back into the bedchamber, and my little
sonwaslaid in my arms. Constantius looked down at us. Hisface bore
the marks of an anguish which | suppose must have been the echo of
my own pain, but his eyeswere shining with joy.

"l have given you ason,”" | whispered.

"Heisafineboy," Congantius answered, "but | would have
considered him apoor tradefor you! Wewill cal him Congantine.”

| looked down at the fuzz of golden down on the baby's head,
whose curve repeated the round of the breast againgt which he nuzzled,
aready hungry. In law he might be hisfather's, but it was |, who by my
care or my neglect, would determine whether he survived.

And hewould survive! For the sake of thischild | had suffered
through this birthing, and abandoned Avaon and everyone there thet |
loved. He must be worth saving, to justify my pain! Nonetheless, as|
put him to the breast | took a secret satisfaction in remembering that
every woman has within hersdlf this tremendous power to givelife... or
to deny it.

CHAPTER TEN
AD 282

In the year that Constantine was ten years old, we took up
resdencein theold paacein Srmium. Since his birth, we had moved
regularly as Congtantius was shifted from one posting to another,
contriving not only to survive but to risein rank through the turmoil thet
had followed the nation of the Emperor Aurelian when
Congantine was two. That first imperia deeth had shocked me, for |



had come to respect the little man whaose order had wrenched us from
Britanniainto this new life. But by the time Aurdian had been followed
by Tacitus, and Tacitus by Florianus, and Florianus by Probus, we had
al learned to give the current wearer of the purple no more than awary
courtesy.

Probus was proving to be an effective emperor, suppressing
barbarian invasonsin Galliaand recruiting the defeated Burgunds and
Vandas asfederati forces which he then sent to Britanniato put down
arevolt led by its current governor. With my mind, | understood the
military necessity, but my heart wept at the thought that a Roman had
loosed a barbarian horde againgt my native land. When Probus chose
Congtantius as one of histribunes and ordered usto Srmium | found it
hard to rejoice.

Congtantine had been quite excited to hear we were going to live
inapaace. But by thistime | had some experience of adminigtrative
housing, and would have been much happier with asnug little villaon
the outskirts of town. A newly-built villa. The palace which Probus had
chosen as his headquarters had been congtructed originally by Marcus
Aurdiusacentury before. Therewas no telling when it had last been
repaired. The frescoes on thewalswere disfigured by ominous stains
where the damp had got in, and the hangings had holes where mice had
done the same.

But here, the Emperor had decreed, was where he and his staff
would live, and since Congtantius was the most senior officer whose
wifewaswith him, it had falen to me to make the place habitable for us
al. 1 wiped perspiration from my foreheed, for it was one of the hottest
daysin an exceptionaly warm summer, and directed the maidservants
to change the water with which they were scrubbing thewall.

"When | amaman, | am going to build new palaces,”
Congantine had told me when we moved in. | believed him. When he
wasllittle he had constructed fortresses out of the furniture. These days



he bullied the children of the other officersinto helping him erect
buildingsin the gardens-pavilions and play-houses, guarded by
fortificationslaid out with military precison.

| could hear the sound of young voicesraised in laughter, and my
son'sbellow of command overriding them all. Atticus, the Greek whom
we had bought to be Congtantine's tutor, had given them an afternoon’s
holiday, saying it was too hot to do lessonsindoors. Play was
apparently another matter. The boys seemed to be working more
willingly than the soldiers whom the Emperor had set to digging ditches
through the marshes bel ow the town.

"Perhaps he will be an engineer for thelegions," Congantius had
commented when he came home the evening before, eval uating the
design with an experienced eye.

But | did not think our child would be satisfied with building walls
to military specifications, or draining marshland, either. Whatever
Congtantine crested would reflect his own vision of theworld.

The doors of the dining chamber had been thrown open to the
gardensin the hope of letting in alittlear. At least here, on the higher
ground at the southern edge of the city, we could expect a breeze.
Beyond the garden wall the ground fell away to the River Savus. Down
there, where severa hundred legionaries were swesting in the sun, it
must be stifling. At least Congtantius did not have to labour with a
shove, but | knew that he would be hot and thirsty by thetime he
returned.

Even the boys might be grateful to stop their play long enough for
adrink of something cooal. | told the maidservantsthey could rest for a
little and sent one of them to bring the earthenware jug of barley-water
from thekitchen.

Congtantine stood near the back wall of the garden, directing two



other boys asthey lifted aframework of wickerwork to roof the
sructure they had made. Asdways, the sudden sight of my son could
make my breath catch, and now, with the strong sunlight blazing on his
far hair, he waslike ayoung god. Hewas going to betall, like my
father, but he had Congtantius's sturdy bones-he was dready bigger
than most boys hisage.

He would be amagnificent man. Drusilla had tried to console me
when it became clear that | would never bear another child. But intime,
seeing women of my own age made old by constant pregnancies, | had
redlized | should be grateful. And why should | wish for other children,
with suchason?

"No, itisnot quite right-" Constantine stood with hands braced
on his hips, head cocked to one side. "We must take it down."

"But Con-" protested the younger of his helpers, ason of one of
the centurionswho was caled Poallio, "wejust got it up there!™

| smiled to hear the nickname. It was an obvious shortening of the
Latin name, but in my own tongue 'con’ was the word for a hound.

"Andit'shot," added the other boy, Marinus, who camefrom a
merchant family in the town. "We can rest in the shade until sunset and
finishit then."

"Butit'snot right..." Congtantine gazed a themin
incomprehension. "The dope hasto be at an angle or it will be
unbaanced-"

My heart went out to him. He could see the desired result so
clearly in hismind, and redlity kept faling short of hisdreams. Well, life
would teach him soon enough that one cannot always order the world
to onesliking, | thought, remembering my own girlhood. Let him enjoy
hisillusonswhile he could.



But it was hot. Even Hylas, who usudly frisked a my feet likea
puppy when we went outdoors, had flopped down in the shade of the
disputed wickerwork and lay panting.

"I have brought some barley-water to cool you," | interrupted,
taking pity on the two younger boys. "When you have drunk it perhaps
the task will seem easier.”

| poured cups from the sweating terra cotta jug for the boys and
took my own to the garden wall, pausing to pour out afew drops
before the image of the nymph of the garden in her shrine. It had taken
me some time to become accustomed to the Roman preoccupation
with images, asif they needed markersto tell if something washaly.
But the shrine did serve asareminder, and sometimes, in the evening, |
would comeinto the garden to spend haf an hour in her company.

Beyond thewall, the ground fell away in atangle of greenery.
Between the dope and the gleaming curve of theriver the marshland
shimmered in heat-haze, distorting the shapes of the men who laboured
at the ditches and the tall column of the Siege tower the Emperor had
ordered brought in so that he could observe their progress. In this
westher even the iron-clad tower could not offer much comfort.

| could imagine Probus standing there, thin and intense and as
obsessed with his project in the marshes as my son was with hiswork
in the garden. Another idedlist-everyone had heard of the Emperor's
plan to hireforeign auxiliariesto guard the frontiers. If Probus had his
way, there would be no need for the Empireto tax its citizensto
maintain astanding army. If s0, perhaps | could persuade Constantius
to retireto Britannia, where my friend Vitdliaand her husband had

gone.

In the shade of the linden tree the tiles that topped the wall were
cool enough to lean on, though the sunlight that filtered through the
leaves was making me perspire beneath my thin gown. Even daves



should not be made to work in such hest, | thought, shading my eyes
with my hand. | wondered how Probus had persuaded his men to do
0.

But the men in the marshes were moving with surprising vigour-it
was hard to see clearly, but there seemed to be some commotion
around the tower. My heart began to race, though | could see nothing
wrong. As| watched, the wavering of the tower became more
pronounced, for amoment it leaned, then dust billowed in adun cloud
asitfdl.

"What isit?' asked Congtantine at my elbow, asthat sense that
had connected us since before his birth had communicated my unesse.

"Ligten-" The clangour of theiron platesthat had covered the
tower gtill reverberated in the heavy air. But now another sound was
growing, amany-throated roar that | had heard the onetime | had gone
with Congtantius to see the gladiatorid games at the amphithestrein
Naissus, the sound a crowd makes when a man goes down.

It seemed to me that the mob of moving men was swirling
towards the road. Suddenly | turned.

"Pollio, Marinus, there istrouble down at the marshes. | want you
to return to your homes now!" Unthinking, | had used the voice of
command inwhich | had been trained a Avaon. My son stared a me
asthe boys, eyeswidening, set down their cups and hurried away.

"Wecan't stay here" | told Congtantine, thinking doud. "They
will know where the Emperor keeps the pay-chest. Go-pack achange
of clothes and whatever books you can carry in one bundle.” | was
aready cdling to Brasliaand the maids.

"But why are we running away?" protested Con as| shepherded
my household down the road. The maids were weeping, clutching their



bundlesin their ams, but Brasilialooked grim. " Surely the Emperor will
stop theriot beforeit can get thisfar.”

"My guessisthat the Emperor is dead, and that iswhy the
soldiersarerioting,” | answered. Philip crossed himsdlf, and |
remembered that he had been attending the Christian church in town.

Congtantine stopped short, staring, and | reached out to drag him
aong. Heknew in theory that most emperorsdid not reign long, but
Probus was the only emperor he could redly remember, amanwhoin
his rare moments of leisure had played board games with the child.

"But what about Father?' he said. Now it was he who was
pushing me forwards. My son was as close to me as my own
heartbeat, but it was Congtantius whom heidolized.

I managed asmile, even though that was the question that had
been knotting my belly ever ancel redized what was going on.

"Heis not the one who ordered them to work in this heat. | am
surethey will do him no harm,” | said stoutly. "Come aong now. The
basilica has stout walls, and not much that's worth looting. Well be safe
there"”

Weweredmogt intime. Theriot exploded with volcanic
swiftness, and by the time we reached the Forum, the first bands of
maddened soldiers were already rampaging through the town. Some of
them might have been from my husband's command-men whom | had
nursed when the flux swept the camp the winter before. But they had
aready broken into at least one taverna, and the unwatered winein the
flasks they were carrying was speedily drowning what reason bloodlust
hed |eft them.

Asmy little group emerged from the colonnaded cloister that
surrounded the square, aband of perhaps twenty men came pounding



down the main street, their hobnailed sandalsringing on the
cobblestones. In another moment we were surrounded. Hylas began to
bark furioudy, struggling in Braslidsarms.

We should have stayed at the palace! | thought desperately. We
could have hidden in the stables- Then | saw Con fumbling for the
Parthian dagger hisfather had given him on hislast birthday and pushed
mysdf infront of him.

"Make no movel" | hissed as one of the soldiers made agrab for
me, tearing my tunicafrom the fibulathat held it at the shoulder so that
it fell, leaving one breast bare.

Abruptly the men grew Hill, lust trandfixing them like lightning as
they stared. In another moment they would kill the boy and throw me
Spread-eagled to the ground. Rape | could endure, but not the |oss of
the child for whom | had given up Avaon!

"Goddess!" | cried in the British tongue, "save your Chosen
Onel" And asmy armslifted ininvocation, it seemed asif agreat wind
swept down and whirled my awareness away.

Asif from agreat distance | heard a voice too resonant to be
human caling down curses, coming from afigure that seemed head and
shoulderstaler than the diminutive beings that surrounded her, afigure
that radiated light. A great hound stood beside her, growling like
thunder. She swept down her hands, and her puny assailants recoiled,
faling over each other in their haste to get away. The goddess
beckoned to the ones she was defending, and led them towardsthe
basilica. When she reached its door she turned, drawing acircleinthe
ar asif to clam the place asher own.

Inthe next moment | felt mysdf fdling, al power leaving my limbs
as| returned to my body and crumpled to the ground.



Exclaming, my servants hadf-dragged, hdf-carried meingde. It
took sometime for meto catch my breath and cam them enough so
that | could speak with Congtantine.

"They would have killed my mother!" he said hoarsdly, dinging to
me as he had not done since hewas alittle child.

Thisdid not seem the time to point out that killing was the least of
what theriotershad had inmind. "Itisal right,” | soothed him. "We are
safenow..."

"No oneissafeif the Emperor loses control,” he muttered. "It
should not have happened. | am young, and they were too strong for
me, but | swear to you, mother, such thingswill not be allowed when |
amaman!"

I shook my heed, thinking how much he had to learn, then put an
arm around him and held him dlose. "When you are aman, you will set
al thingsright!" I murmured to comfort him, and only when | had said it
did it occur to me that even this might be possible for the Child of

Prophecy.

Night came, and with it came the rest of the legion, seeking to
drown the knowledge of what they had donein wine and violence. If
the officers had survived, like us, they had found some boltholein
which to hide. | believed that Congtantius was among them. Surely |
would have known if desth had broken the bond between us. To the
south, where the wedlthy had built their homes around the palace, we
could seeflames, and | thought that | had been right to bring my people
here after all. Some of the shopkeepers and the clerks who worked in
the basilicawere here when we arrived, so we were about thirty in
number, indl.

When for atime there was a pause in the sounds of destruction
and revelry | could hear chanting from the Christian church.



"Kyrie eleison, Christe eleison...”
"Lord, have mercy," whispered Philip, behind me,

They had no more defence than the sheep of which they sang so
often, but even drunken soldiers knew there would be nothing worth
looting there. | pitied any poor soulswho had no refuge at dl, for the
Roman legionary, who could fight like a hero under discipline, without it
was closer to the beast than any barbarian.

Through that night we huddled in the basilica, Sitting with our
backs againgt the wall, and though it was the season when the hours of
darkness are at their least, to usit seemed very long. But at last | must
have dozed, Congtantine's solid torso lying acrossmy lap, asif inthis
extremity he had become once more alittle child. | opened my eyesto
seeapaelight filtering through the high windows. The city outsde was,
a long ladt, ill.

Con dirred in my arms and sat up, rubbing hiseyes. "I'm thirsty,”
he said, blinking at the others, who were beginning to wake aswell.

"Il go," said Philip, and when | opened my lipsto stop him,
shook his head. "Thetroopswill dl have passed out and be deeping it
off, or wishing they were. Why should anyone bother me?”

| Sghed and nodded acceptance. Philip had filled out as he grew
older, but early underfeeding had stunted him and with his crooked
nose and shock of wiry reddish hair hewas not likely to invite attack of
any kind.

"Areyou gl afraid of the soldiers, Mother?' asked Con. "I have
been thinking, and | am certain now that we will be safe. A goddess
protectsyou, as | have seen, and | know that | am not destined to die
here, for have you not told me many timesthat | am the Child of
Prophecy?'



| stared at my son, wondering now if that had been wise. When
therioters surrounded us the day before, | had suddenly remembered
that visons showed only what things might come to pass. It was my
own desperation that had summoned the Lady's power, not destiny. |
dill believed that Constantine had been born with the potentia for
greatness, but his own deeds must determine whether, and how, that
potentia wasto be fulfilled.

By the time Philip returned, most of the others were awake. He
had picked up an empty amphoraand filled it a the fountain, and had
found a cup to go with it. The water tasted faintly of wine.

"l am surprised that you found anything unbroken,” | said as|
passed the cup to Brasilia "How isit, out there?"

"Like the morning after a battle, except that most of the goreis
not blood but wine. A tribune on hisfirst campaign could command
them, ashamed asthey areright now. | heard one man sobbing about
how good Probus had been as agenerd, and they ought to build him a
monument.” He shook his head disgustedly.

By mid-morning, the shop-keepers felt brave enough to begin
sweeping up the wreckage, and the owners of food-gtalls, whose
wares were not so breakable, were in business once more. Many of
the legionaries had ended their riot in the forum and were now
awakening, and as the morning drew on, more joined them, to gather in
arguing groups. | was not quite ready to try returning home, however,
always supposing the palace was il there to return to, and so we
were Stting on the steps of the basilica eating sausageswrapped in
flat-bread, when the rhythmic tramp and jingle of soldiersmarchingin
formation brought everyone-mutineers and townsfolk aike-to attention.

It was not ajunior officer who had ralied them, but the
Praetorian Prefect, Carus. As herode into the forum my heart beat
fagter, for behind him, with aface that seemed chipped from stone,



came Congtantius. | roseto my feet with our son beside me, and his
gaze, moving across the crowd, came to the porch of the basilicaand
found me. You are all right, for amoment hisfeatures contorted. | can
live once more. | should not have been surprised-he had two of usto
worry about. At least | had known that our son was safe. Then
Constantius got his face under control, but it no longer seemed made of
sone.

No doubt my own face would have displayed asmilar
transformation if anyone had been watching me, but al eyeswere fixed
on Carus, who rode as camly asif he were on hisway to the Senate,
where he had served before resuming his military career. He had
apparently been picking up stragglers as he came through the city, for
more soldiersfollowed, crowding into the square. In the centre of the
forum was afountain raised on three steps. Carus did off the horse and
asit wasled away, stepped up onto the broad stone rim of the
fountain, from which he could see and be seen. He must be near sixty,
but he was still strong and fit, with abald head which he protected with
ashapeless cap, and a preference for the smple dress of the old
Republic.

"Soldiers of Rome-" Carus began, "what god has maddened
you?Y ou have done to death the Emperor who was your kind father,
made yoursalves orphans, dishonoured the spirits of your fallen
brothers and the emblemsyou carry.”

For sometime he continued in thisvein, spesking with a
measured e egance that indicated an excellent education. Soon the men,
who had begun by listening in sullen silence, were weeping. But Con
had |eft the shelter of my arm and moved forwards to watch with
shining eyes.

"Centurions! Step forwards, and the rest of you, rally to your
commanders” he cried then, and the chaotic scene dowly resolved
itsdlf into something resembling military formation. ™Y ou will return to



your tents, cleanse yourselves and your gear and present yoursalvesin
formation on the parade ground at the second hour after noon."

| supposed that even standing in full kit under the blazing sun
would be better than digging mud, but fortunately a breeze from the
north was bringing the temperature down.

But perhaps, inther current condition, even that much discipline
was too much for the men, for amurmur was growing among the ranks.
| saw Congtantius rein in a suddenly-restive horse, and Carus frowned.

One of the centurions stepped forwards. "Sir!" He brought his
armto hischest in sdlute. "Asyou say, we are orphans, who need a
father's strong hand. Who will be our commander now?"

"The Senate, in Rome-" Carus began, for Probus had not named
an heir, but he sounded less certain now.

"Bugger the Senate," said someone in the ranks, and therewas an
echo of laughter.

Con shook hishead, and | bent my own to hear hiswhisper.
"The Senate has no power, only the army. Why cannot he see”?’

| thought that perhaps Carus did, for therewasatensonin his
posture as he waited for their silence that had not been there before.
Wasit hope or resignation? | could not be sure.

"My lord, we need an emperor!” The centurion raised hisarmin
sdutation. "Hail, Caesar!"

"Hail Caesar!" the men responded with afull-throated roar.
"Carus shdl be Emperor!" Suddenly they surged forwards, chanting his
name until the columns of the basilica's porch trembled to the sound. |
was certain that the rioters had looted the palace when | saw aflash of



purple and they draped one of the dead Emperor'stogas across his
shoulders. At least one of the men had his shield, and the mob that had
surrounded Carus got him onto it and raised him high.

"Will you truly have mefor your Imperator?' Carus might bea
republican by preference, but he must know that if he refused them
now they could pull him down as swiftly asthey had killed Probus.

"Avel Avel" they cried.

"1 will not treat you gently-I will punish those who killed Probus,
and then | will take up the old war in Parthia, that has waited so long-"

The cheering redoubled in volume.

Why are they so happy! ? 1 wondered. He has just promised to
lead them to battle in a land where it is as much hotter than
Dalmatia as this land is than Britannia. But the lands of the East
held riches, and if the hegt killed them, they would die not like daves
but as soldiers.

Thenoise, asthey carried Carusin procession around the forum,
deafened the mind aswell asthe ears. The other officers had drawn
back to the shelter of the colonnade. Carus belonged to the legionaries
NOW.

"Ave Carus!" came anew cry from beside me. Constantine had
extended hisown arm in a tiff salute, and he gazed at the figure of the
new Emperor with visonsin hiseyes.

The new Emperor, with no more than a curt announcement of his
accession to the Senate in Rome, set about establishing his authority .
The Romansrioted in protest, but so long as the army supported him,
Carus did not appear to care. Probus had valued his abilities so much
that he had requested the Senate to award him amarble palace and an



equestrian statue. Now, with the exception of the paacein Sirmium,
which was acharred ruin, he had palacesin plenty, and no doubt the
statues were dready being created, dong with the panegyricsthat came
infrom every corner of the Empire. Carus had no time to read them.
He had promised the army glory in Parthia, but before the expedition
could set out, there was much to be done. If hewas grateful to the
legionaries of Sirmium for raising him to the purpleit did not prevent
him from executing the men who had been thefirst to attack Probus, an
act which gpparently did him no harm in the eyes of the survivors, for
that autumn they followed him willingly into battle against ahorde of
Sarmatians who had come down upon Illyria, and gained aresounding
victory.

The succession was aso provided for. Carus had two sons, both
now grown, whom he raised to the rank of Caesar. Carinus, who was
the elder, was directed to deal with the latest barbarian raidsinto Gallia
and then take charge in Rome, while his brother Numerianus became
the Emperor's second-in-command on the Parthian campaign.

| dared not speak my fear that the Emperor would drag
Congtantius aong with him, but the Goddess must have heard my
prayers, for shortly before the army was to depart, my husband
returned to Sirmium with the news that Carus had appointed him
Governor of Damatia

In my dream, | was moving adong the Processona Way a
Avadon. | knew it for adream because | seemed to see everything from
avantage point of severd feet off the ground, and because when |
spoke, no one noticed me. But in every other regard, | wasfully
present. | could fed the moist chill of the night air and smell theresinsin
thetorches. | trembled to the reverberations of the great gong that was
used to summon initiates to the greater ceremonies.

It had summoned me, | redized, dl theway from Srmium. This
was no dream but aspirit journey. But what was the ceremony?



Cloaked and hooded, the priestessesin black and the priestsin
white, they passed between the last of the pillars and began the spird
ascent of the Tor. Drawn aong with them, | could neither lag nor hurry.
Soon | recognized Cigfollaand some of the others, and realized that |
wasinthe placein the linein which | would have marched had my
body been there. | knew then that in the depths of my spirit | had never
ceased to be a priestess of Avalon, and that was why | had answered
thiscal.

Presently we reached the top, and in the midst of the circle of
stones | saw theintricately-stacked logs of afunera pyre. The body
was shrouded, but it seemed small to be the centre of so much
ceremony. Yet only aHigh Priestess or Arch-Druid received such a
funerd.

Holding atorch beside the pyre | saw Ceridachos, wearing the
Arch-Druid'store of gold. He had taught the boys music when | was at
Avaon. It was not the Arch-Druid, then, who lay upon the pyre, but
the Lady of Avaon.

For amoment amazement held me, that in the end Ganeda should
be so little, whose spirit had been such atowering presence, dominating
usadl. And now shewas gone. | wondered whom they had chosen to
follow her.

"I was justified! See, | bore my son and my man still loves me!
| wanted to cry, asif wewere dill in contention, but | would never have
the chanceto tell her so, unless her spirit could hear.

The gong had ceased to resound. Ceridachos stood away from
the pyre, turning to faceit, and | saw another torch on the other side. A
priestessheld it: no, it was the new Lady of Avaon, for benegth the
open front of the cloak gleamed the ornaments of moonstone and river
pearl. Then her hood fell back and | recognized Diernas blazing red
hair.



But shewasjust achild! Then | looked again and thinking hard,
redized that Diernamust be twenty-five years old. When | last saw her,
she had been a child, but we would be women together, were we to
meet now. Shelifted her armsin invocation.

"Hail to Thee, Dark Mother who art the Mistress of Souls! This
night we remember before Thee Ganeda, who is passing through Thy
kingdom. Her blood flowsin the weters, her breath is one with the
wind. The holy Tor will receive her ashes and the spark of her life
return to thefirethat enlivensdl.”

Thewarriors and kings who were Avaon's guardians were
buried on the Watch Hill, but the great priests and priestesses, whose
ascending spirits might have been congtrained by too much adulation,
were sent to the gods by fire.

Ceridachoslifted thetorch. "L et the holy fire transform that which
was mortd, and the spirit fly free!” A glittering ribbon of sparkstrailed
behind it as he moved around the pyre, touching it at intervasto the
oil-soaked logs. The wood caught quickly, and in momentsthe
shrouded form was hidden behind avall of flame.

"No part of her will be wasted, nothing logt,” said Diernaas she
followed him around the pyre. Her voice was calm, asif she had put
hersdf into an dtered state for the ceremony, where no grief could
trouble her serenity. "Even her soirit, taught by lifeés pains, dtill evolves
towards her true identity.” From the pouch at her waist shetook a
handful of incense and cast it onto the stacked logs.

Ceridachos turned to face the others. "But we, remembering that
particular coupling of body and spirit in which she walked the world,
pray to Theeto guide and guard her on the path she now pursues.” His
voice was hoarse asif he had been weeping, and | redlized how closely
he, as Arch-Druid, must have worked with the Lady over the years. He
cleared histhroat and continued.



"We have not forgotten-bear Thou our love to her, and ask her
to pray for uswith the wisdom she has now. And whenintimewe dso
cometo Thee, receive us gently, oh Thou Dark Mother, asachildis
lulled to deep, and wake usto the Light."

All around the circle, heads bent. | bowed my head aswell,
though no one could see. For so many years | had feared my aunt, and
fought her, and in the end, tried to forget her. And yet she had done the
work of Avaon and doneit well. Having managed my own household
for adozen years, | could in some wise gppreciate her achievement
now. Were there things that Ganeda could teach me?

Dierna handed the pouch of incense to Ceridachos, and he cast a
handful onto the pyre, which was now well dight.

"The dead has her release, and the answer to al questioning,” she
sad gravely. "It isthose who remain who suffer now, from loss, from
memory, from regret for things left unsaid or undone. Let us pray now
for theliving left behind..." Her hand swept out in awidecircleto
indude usal.

Pray for me! | thought grimly, amazed to discover that even my
astral body could shed tears.

"Oh Thou Lady of Darkness, lift Thou the darknessthat lies upon
our souls. As Thou hast cut the thread of life, break Thou the bonds
that congtrain our spirits, lest our feglings should bind the one we would
et free”

It came to mein that moment that | was not the only onewho
might have had mixed fedings about the Lady of Avaon, and the spirit
of any adept could make a dangerous ghost. The community had the
best of reasons for making sure nothing held her here.

Now theincense was being passed around the circle. Aseach



onethrew apinch on theflames| heard the words, "Thus| release
you," followed sometimes by amurmured message of more persond
farewell. Smoke and sparks billowed upward to join the stars. And
though my fingers could not grasp the incense, | too moved closeto the
pyre, and with al the truth of my being, offered the woman who had in
S0 many ways shaped my life both forgiveness and farewell.

"The Lady boundslife with death, and out of death cresteslife
anew,” said Diernawhen al had finished. "We are the children of earth
and starry heaven. By our responseto thisloss et ustranscend it.” She
took adeep breath. "1 bear now the ornaments of the High Priestess. |
pray to the Goddess to give me the strength and the wisdom to lead
Avdon!"

Asthe night drew on the others made their vows, then drew
asde to keep watch as the pyre became aframework of glowing lines,
and the centra core, which had been built with faster-burning fud, fell
to ash. And just asthe eastern sky was beginning to pale with the
approach of the sun, | willed myself to approach the hegp of coasand
ashesthat remained.

“"Lady, it was you who exiled me, but the Goddess who
showed me my way. By example and by opposition you taught me
much. Though | walk now in the world beyond the mists, | will do
so as a priestess of Avalon!”

| drew back, for suddenly the world wasfilled with light asthe
newborn sun rose above the eastern hills. And in that moment, the
dawn wind, rigng, lifted the asheslike aswirl of smoke and swept them
outwardsto fdl like ablessng upon the green turf of the Tor.

It had made me shiver sometimes, when | first learned of that
custom, to think that I might be treading on what was I eft of Caillean or
Siannaor one of the legendary priestesses who had followed them. But
intruth, the earth of the Tor wasjust asholy asthey. Their dust



hallowed it asit blessed them. They were one and the same.

The priests and priestesses stirred from the stiliness of their vigil
asif released from aspell. As Diernalooked up, her eyes widened and
| knew that she, done among that company, could see me standing
there.

"Thisshould be your place,”" she whispered, touching the
ornaments she wore. "Will you return to us now?"

But | shook my head, smiling, and using thefull imperid
obeisance with which | had dways honoured the Lady of Avadon, |
bowed.

At breakfast | was silent, il thinking about the night's visions.
The paace burnt in the rioting had been rebuilt and most morningswe
took our first medl in apleasant chamber that opened out onto the
shaded walkway that surrounded the gardens. Congtantius, finishing his
grud, asked meif | waswell. | shook my heed. "It isnothing-1 had
drange dreams.”

"WEell, then, thereis something | need to discusswith you. |
should have spoken of it before."

| forced my attention away from my own concerns, wondering
what on earth this could be. Since Caruss on, over ayear had
passed. The reports from the East had been glorious-the cities of
Sdleuciaand Ctesiphon had surrendered amost without resistance, and
the enemy, distracted by warfare on their own eastern borders, seemed
unable to resist the Roman advance. It seemed possible that the
Parthians, who had been alooming menace since the days of the first
Augustus, might befinaly overcome. But what did dl that haveto do
with Congtantius or me?

"Does the Emperor think you can somehow curb Carinus?'



In the preceding monthsit had become clear that the gift of
imperia power in the city of the Caesars had gone to the young man's
head. He had executed the advisors hisfather had given him and
replaced them with his drinking companions. In afew months he had
married and divorced nine wives, leaving most of them pregnant, in
addition to his other amusements. If Constantiustried to advise him, he
was likely to go theway of the others. Surely no amount of devotion to
duty would require that useless sacrifice.

"No... the Emperor has dways been aman of justice rather than
mercy, and | fear he has ceased to hope that his elder son will prove
worthy. So heislooking for asubdtitute..." he dowed, stirring his
spoon around and around in the empty bowl. "He wants to adopt me.”

| stared a him. Thiswas my own Congtantius, hishairline
somewhat higher and hisframe stockier than that of the young man who
had stolen my heart thirteen years ago, but the honest grey eyeswere
dill the same. | gazed at the features of the man who had been my mate
for adozen years overlaid by the splendour he had worn when he first
cameto meinthelight of the Betanefire. If he became Caesar,

everything would change.
"It isnot an honour that one can easily refuse.”

| nodded, thinking that | had known from the beginning that
Congantius had the potential for greatness. Wasthis the meaning of my
vow to Ganeda's spirit? | would never be Lady of Avaon, but | might
indeed become Empress one day.

"But why you?" | blurted suddenly. "No one could be more
worthy, but when did he have a chance to know you so well?*

"The night of the mutiny, after Probusdied. Carusand | hidina
fisherman's hut at the edge of the marsh while the men wererioting, and
asmen will when the situation is desperate, we bared our souls. Carus



wanted to bring back the old virtues of the Republic without losing the
grength of Empire. And ... talked to him about what | thought was
wrong with us now, and what, with honest government, Rome could
mll

| reached out to take his hand, that warm flesh that | had cometo
know aswell asmy own.

"Oh my dearest, | understand!” With the powers of a Caesar he
could do so much-such an opportunity must outweigh any
congderation ether for hiscomfort or my own.

"Until the Emperor returnsfrom Parthial will not be required to
decide," said Congantius, managing asmile. But we both knew that
there would only be one possible decision when that time came.

| heard aclatter of sandals on the flagstones of the walkway and
then the door crashed open. For amoment Con clung there, panting.

"Father, have you heard the news?" he cried when he had got his
breath once more. "They are saying that the Emperor isdead in
Parthia-siruck by lightning in astorm, and Numerian is bringing the
amy home"

CHAPTER ELEVEN
AD 284-85

Asthe Empire mourned Carus so did |, though my sorrow was
more for Congtantiuss lost chance for greatness than for the Emperor,
whom | had known only for alittlewhile. If | had understood the
inevitable consequences of my husband's elevation, | should have



rejoiced. Because Carus died when he did, | had Congtantius for
amost ten moreyears.

The Emperor had died as a consequence of the flux whichwasa
congtant hazard on campaign. But the death had occurred during a
thunderstorm, and when the Emperor's tent caught fire, the troops
believed he had been killed by lightning, the most evil of omens. Our
forces had been well on the way to conquering Parthia at last, but there
were prophecies, it was said, that the River Tigriswould forever mark
the limits of Rome's eastern expansion. Indeed, there were any number
of signs, omens and portentsfor folk to gabble at in thosefirst, horrified
weeks after the news arrived.

Thetroops acclaimed Numerian as co-emperor with his brother
Carinus, but refused to continue the war. And so the Army of the East
was making its dow way back home while Carinusranriot in Rome.
Did he know that Carus had intended Constantius to supplant him?
Suddenly Damatia seemed entirely too closeto Itdia, and when
Maximian, who now held the command in Gallia, requested
Congtantiusto join his aff, we agreed that he would be prudent to
resgn hispost as governor of Dalmatia and accept the invitation.

Our new homewas avillain the hills above Treveri. It was not
Britannia, but the country folk here spoke alanguage not unlike the
British tongue, and even two hundred years after Julius Caesar had
suppressed them, the Druids were remembered. Someone among the
servants whom we had engaged to assist our household daves must
have recognized the fading blue crescent upon my brow, for | soon
found they were treating me with arespect that went beyond duty.
When | went about in the countryside people would bow before me,
and from time to time offerings of fruit or flowers appeared by the door.

Congtantius thought it was amusing, but it made Congtantine
uncomfortable, and from timeto time | would catch him watching me
with troubled eyes from beneath the shock of fair hair. It was hisage, |



told myself, and pretended unconcern. He was twelve now, leggy asa
young hunting dog, the big bones out of proportion, and the superb
co-ordination that had carried him through childhood likely at odd
momentsto let him down. If he could have laughed a himsdlf it would
have been easier, but Constantine had never had much of a sense of
humour. With the approach of adolescence he was becoming reclusive,
fearing to expose himsdf toridicule.

But there was nothing wrong with his mind, and Atticus found
that he suddenly had awilling pupil, eager to Snk histeeth into the meat
of Greek philosophy and literature. At present they were studying the
worksof Lucian. As| directed the girls who were cleaning the mosaic
of Dionysoswith the dolphins on the floor of the dining room, | could
hear the murmur of voices from the study, Constantine's uncertain tenor
risng and faling as he trand ated the passage histutor had assigned.

Tomorrow would see the beginning of the month the Romans had
named after Mercuriuss mother, Maa. In Britannia, | thought, smiling,
they would be preparing for thefetival of Beltane. If | read the Sgns
rightly they celebrated here aswell. The wesather, which had been chill
and rainy, had suddenly turned warm, and wildflowers starred the
greenhills

| took a deep breath of the sweet air, then paused to listen, asthe
maids opened a door and Con's voice grew suddenly louder.

"They saw that. .. the thing that both the oneswho fear and the
hopeful ones needed and, uh... wanted the most was to know about
the future. Thiswas the reason Delphi and Delos and Clarus and
Didyma had ages ago becomerich and famous..."

| paused to listen, curiousto learn what they were reading and
what my son would make of it.

"l don't understand,” said Congtantine. "L ucian saysthisman



Alexander was afraud, adecaiver, but it sounds asif he thinks that
Delphi and therest of the oraclesarejust asbad.”

"Y ou must take the statement in context,” Atticus said soothingly.
"It istrue that Lucian was one of the leading Sophists of the last
century, and naturally prefers to base his conclusions on reason rather
than superdtition, but what has aroused hisirein this essay isthefact
that Alexander intentionaly set out to trick people, pretending to
discover the snake in the egg, and substituting another, big one, withits
head hidden by amask in theritua. Then hetold everyoneit was
Aesclepius reborn and said it gave him the oracles that he had written
himsdf. But it istrue that he sent clientsto the great shrinesto keep the
priests from denouncing him."

| remembered now hearing something of the story. Alexander
had been quite famous at one time, and Lucian had not only written
about him, but actively tried to unmask him aswell.

"Do you mean to tell methat none of the oracles are true?"
Congtantine said suspicioudy.

"No, no-my point isthat you must learn critica thinking, so that
you will be ableto judge for yourself whether something is reasonable,
rather than accepting blindly what you aretold,” Atticus responded.

| nodded: that was more or less what we had been taught at
Avdon. It was asfoolish to deny that oracles could be faked asto
blindly believein them.

"That doesn't make sense," protested Congtantine. "Those who
are wise should decide what is true and be donewith it."

"Ought not every man be alowed to decide for himsdf?* Atticus
said reasonably. "L earning how to think should be a part of everyone's
education, just as everyone must learn to care for ahorse or use



numbers”

"For amplethings, yes" answered Congtantine. "But when the
horsefalssick you cal in aheder and you employ amathematicusfor
higher computations. Surely in the realm of the holy, whichis so much
more important, it should be the same.”

"Very good, Congtantine, but consider this-the flesh istangible,
and itsills can be perceived by the senses. Numbers are symboalic of
itemsthat can be physically counted, and they are dways and
everywhere the same. But each man experiencestheworld differently.
Hisnativity isruled by different sars, and he hasaunique hitory... Isit
S0 unreasonable to dlow him his own perception of the gods? This
world is so rich and varied-surely we need myriad ways to understand
it. Thus, there are the Sophists, who doubt everything, and the
followers of Plato, who believe that only archetypes arered, the
mystica Pythagoreans and the Aristotelian logicians. Each philosophy
gives usadifferent tool with which to understand theworld.”

"But the world stays the same," objected Constantine, "and so do
the godd"

"Do they?" Atticus sounded amused. He had been sold into
davery by hisuncle, and | suspected he found it more comfortable to
believein no godsat dl. "How then, do we reconcile dl the stories
about them, or the clams of al the different cults, each of which
declaresthat itsdeity is supreme?”’

"Wefind out which isthe most powerful, and teach everyone
how to worship Him," Congtantine said forthrightly.

| shook my head. How smpleit al seemed to achild. When |
was his age, there had been no truth but that of Avalon.

"Come now," Atticuswas replying, "even the Jews, whose god



permits them to worship no other, do not pretend the other gods do not
exig."

"My father isbeloved of the greatest of gods whose faceisthe
sun, and if | prove worthy, He will extend that blessng to me."

I lifted an eyebrow. | knew that Constantine had been impressed
by the solar cult of Dalmeatia, to which most of the officers Congtantius
had served with belonged, but | did not redize how far his attempt to
modd himsdf on hisfather had gone. | must find some way to teach
him about the Goddess aswdll.

Congtantine continued, "There is one Emperor on earth and one
suninthe sky. It seemsto me that the Empire would be much more

peaceful if everyone worshipped dike."

"Well, you are certainly entitled to your opinion, but remember,
Alexander the Prophet gave his oraclesin the name of Apollo. Just
because a man speaksin the name of agod does not mean heis

Speeking true.”

"Then the authorities should stop him," Congtantius responded
doggedly.

"My dear boy," said Atticus. "The Governor Rutilianus was one
of Alexander's most devoted supporters. He married the prophet's
daughter for no better reason than because Alexander said her mother
had been the goddess Sdlene!™

"1 ill think people should be protected from false oracles.”
"Perhgps, but how can you do that without taking away their right

to decide for themselves what they believe? Let us continue the
trandation, Congtantine, and perhaps matterswill become clearer..."



For thefirst time, | wondered if we had been wiseto let
Congantine study philosophy. He did tend to take things rather literdly.
But the flexibility of mind that characterized Greek culture would be
good for him, | told mysdlf, secretly relieved thet it was Atticuswho
had the task of getting the point across, not I. Still, | told mysdlf as|
opened the door to let in the soft spring air, the time was coming when
| must talk to my son about Avalon.

I had sung him to deep with the teaching songs | had learned asa
little girl, and amused him with wonder tales. He knew how the swans
returned to the Lake at spring's beginning, and how the wild geese sang
in the autumn skies. But of the meaning behind the tales, and the great
pattern to which swans and geese both belonged, | had said nothing.
Such matters were taught to initiates of the Mysteries. If Congtantine
had been born on Avalon as Ganeda planned, he would have learned
these things as part of histraining. But | had willed otherwise, therefore
it must be my responsibility to teach him.

Congantinewas achild, | thought as| listened to the two voices.
It was natural that he should focus on the surface of things. But it was
the externd face of the world that was the most varied and full of
contradictions. On the surface, therewastruth in dl the different cults
and philosophies. It was only at a deeper level that one could find a
sngletruth behind them.

"All the gods are one God, and al the goddesses are one
Goddess, and thereisone Initiator.” | had heard that watchword more
timesthan | could count when | was at Avaon. Somehow | must get its
meaning across to Congtantine.

The breeze that wafted through the open doors came laden with
all the scents of spring, and suddenly | could no longer bear to remain
insde. | dipped through the open door and stepped out aong the path
that led between two rows of beech treesto the high road. | should tell
Atticusto give his pupil aholiday-it wastoo lovely aday to spend



locked in on€e's head debating philosophy. That was the mistake that
some of the Pythagoreans, despite their understanding of the Mysteries,
hed made, to fix their minds so firmly on eternity that they missed the
Truth proclaimed by this green and lovely world.

From our hill | could seefields and vineyards, and the gleam of
the Mosdla. The town nestled adong the river, protected by itswalls.
Treveri was aplace of some importance, acentre for the production of
woollen cloth and pottery, with good communications to both
Germaniaand Gallia. Postumus had made it the capitd of hisGallic
empire, and now Maximian had made it his base of operations aswell.
They were repairing the bridge again; the local reddish stone glowed
pink in the bright sun, but the temple of Diana, higher up onthe hillsde,
was aglimmer of white amid its sheltering trees.

A good road ran up the hill and past our villa A rider was
moving swiftly dong it, passing afarmer’s cart and continuing up the hill.
My interest sharpened as he drew close enough for me to recognize the
uniform and redlize that he was coming here.

Had there been some disaster? | could see no unusual bustle of
activity inthe city. | waited, frowning, until the man drew up, rdying the
neckdc oth with which he had been wiping hisbrow. | recognized him as
ayoungster on Congtantius's staff, and acknowledged his salutation.

"And what has my husband sent you up herein such hasteto
say? Isthere some emergency?'

"Not at dl. The Lord Docles has arrived, my lady, and your
husband bids metell you that they will be dining with him herethis
evening."

"What, al of them?' | shook my heed. "It isan emergency for
me! We were planning to spend the day spring cleaning, not preparing
abanquet.”



Theyoung man grinned. "That's right-Maximian will be coming as
wdl! But | have heard about your dinners, lady, and | fed sure you will
gainthevictory."

It had not occurred to meto view adinner asamilitary
engagement, but | laughed as | waved him on hisway. Then | hurried
inddeto consult with Brasilia

Despite my words, amed for three men accustomed to the food
of army camps would not place any unusua demands upon my kitchen.
They might not be so devoted to austerity as Carus had been, but |
knew from experience that al three would pay more attention to what
they were saying than to what they were eating. It was Drusillawho felt
that both the cooking and the service must be, if not elaborate, at least
accomplished with restrained perfection.

Fortunately it was a season when fresh food was plentiful. By the
time Congtantius and our guests came riding up the hill, we were
prepared for them with asdlad of spring greensdressed in dliveail,
hard-boiled eggs and new bread, and aroasted lamb, garnished with
herbs and served on abed of barley.

The evening was mild, and we opened the long doorsin the
dining chamber so that our guests could enjoy the flowerbeds and the
fountain in the arium. As| moved back and forth between the diners
and the kitchen, supervising the service, | could hear the degp rumble
of masculine voices growing more melow as more of thetangy white
wine of the countryside was served.

It was clear that thiswasto be abusiness dinner, not asocia
occasion, and | had not sat down with them. Indeed, even though it had
been years since | had celebrated the Eve of Beltane, old habit kept me
fasting. The men weretaking of troop strengths and city loyalties, but
asthe evening drew on, | fdt the energiesthat flowed through the land
increasing in intengity. Drusillawas complaining because some of the



kitchen servants had disappeared as soon as the first course was
served. | thought | knew where they had goneto, for when | walked in
the quiet of the garden, | could fed the throbbing in the earth and hear
the drumsthat echoed it, and a hilltop above the town blazed with
Bdtanefire.

My blood was warming in answer to the drumming. | smiled,
thinking that if our guests did not stay too late, Congtantius and | might
have time to honour the holiday in the traditional manner ourselves. The
laughter in the dining room had degpened. Perhaps the men did not
recognize the energy in the evening, but it seemed to me that they were
responding to it al the same. Asfor me, the scent of the night air had
made me half-drunk aready. When | heard Congtantius caling, |
draped a pallaacross my shoulders and went in to them.

My husband moved over on his couch so that | could st and
offered me some of hiswine,

" S0, gentlemen, have you decided the future of the Empire?”

Maximian grinned, but Docless heavy brows, aways sartling
bel ow that high bald brow, drew down.

"For that, Lady, we should need aseeresslike Veedato foretell
our destinies.”

| lifted aeyebrow. "Was she an oracle?’

" She was the holy woman of the tribes near the mouth of the
Rhenusin thereign of Claudius," Congtantiusreplied. "A Batavian
prince called Civilis, who had been an officer in the auxiliaries, began a
rebdllion. They say the tribes would make no move without her

"What became of her?"



"Intheend, | think we feared Veledamore than we did Civilis."
Congtantius shook his head ruefully. "He wasthe kind of enemy we
could understand, but she had the ear of the eterna powers. Eventually
shewas captured, and ended her daysin the Temple of Vedta, as|
have heard."

In the pause that followed the chirring of the crickets seemed
suddenly very loud. Benegth that audible rhythm | sensed rather than
heard the heartbesat of the drums.

"l have heard," Docles said into the sllence, "that you yourself
have sometraining in the seeresss craft.”

| glanced at Congtantius, who shrugged, asif to say it wasnot he
who had spread that word. It should not have suprised meto learn that
Docles had his own sources of information. His parents were freed
daveswho had become the clients of Senator Anulinus, their old
master. For Docles to have risen from such humble originsto command
the young Emperor's bodyguard indicated that he was aman of
uncommon abilities

"Itistruethat | wastrained asapriestessin Britannia," |
answered, wondering whether thiswas only idle conversation or if
some degper meaning wasimplied.

Maximian raised himsdf on one elbow. He was country-bred
himsdlf, and | had noticed hisfingers twitching to the drumbest, though
| did not think he redlized hewas doing it.

"Migtress, | know what powersfare abroad thiseve," he said
solemnly.” 'Tisanight when the doors do open ‘tween the worlds.
Don't waste the moment, lads-" he gestured alittle tipsly with his
goblet, and | redized that they had stopped watering the wine. "Let the
strega use her powersfor us, an' show usth' way out o' thetangle
werein!”



| drew back, gtartled at hislanguage-in my own country folk did
not speak so of a priestess of Avaon-and Congtantiuslaid aprotecting
hand on my arm.

"Take care, Maximian-my wife is no hedge-witch to brew you up
apot of spells.”

"Nor did | ever say shewas." He gave me an apol ogetic nod.
"Shal | cdl her aDruid priestess, then?'

They dl twitched at that, remembering how Caesar had dedlt
with the Druids of Gallia. But | had recovered mysdlf: it was no more
than the truth, after dl, and better they should think my craft asurviva
of lost Celtic wisdom than suspect the existence of Avaon.
Congtantiuss grip tightened, but my sudden fear had left me. Perhapsit
was the power of Beltane Eve, likeafirein theblood. | felt my head
swimming asif | dready scented the smoke of the sacred herbs. It had
been s0 long, so very long, since | had done trance-work. Likea
woman meseting an old lover after many years, | trembled with
re-awakened desire.

“Lady," added Docleswith hisusua dignity, "it would bean
honour and a privilegeif you would consent to divinefor us now."

Congtantius il looked uncertain, and | redlized that he too had
grown accustomed to seeing me as his mate, the mother of hischild,
and forgotten that | had once been something more. But the other two
out-ranked him. After amoment he sighed. "It isfor my lady to
decide..."

| straightened, looking from oneto the other. "'l promise
nothing-it has been many yearssince | practised this craft. Nor will |
instruct you how to interpret what you may hear, or even whether what
you are hearing ismy own ravings or the voice of somegod. | can
promiseonly thet | will try."



Now al three men were staring, asif, having got what they asked
for, they were wondering whether they wanted it after dl. But with
every breath the ties that bound my spirit to the waking world were
loosening. | rang thelittle bell that would summon Philip and asked that
he take the silver bowl that was kept in Congtantius's studly, fill it with
water, and bring it to us here. Hylas, who had somehow escaped from
my bedchamber, settled himsdf across my feet, asif understanding that
| would need an anchor when | fared between the worlds.

When the basin had been brought, and the lamps positioned so
that their light swirled in aliquid glitter on the surface of the water, |
instructed Philip to make sure we would not be disturbed. He looked
disapproving, and | remembered that the Chrigtians were forbidden to
seek pagan oracles, though in their own meetings it was said that
sometimes young men and women would see visons and utter forth
prophecies.

When he had gone, | unbound thefillet that hid the crescent upon
my brow, and loosened my hair from itsknot so that it tumbled down
about my shoulders. Maximian swalowed, hiseyeswidening. This one
isstill close to the earth, | thought, lowering my gaze. His soul
remembers the old ways.

Docless eyeswere hooded, his features unreadable. | admired
his control. But Congtantius was gazing at me as he had when first |
cameto him by the Betanefire. Look well, | said slently. For nigh on
fifteen years | have ruled your household and shared your bed.
Have you forgotten who and what | am? Abashed, he looked away,
and | amiled.

"Very wel, gentlemen, | am ready. When | have blessed the
water, | will gazeinto its depths, and when | begin to sway, you may
ask your questions.”

| cast alittle sdt into the water, consecrating it in the old tongue



of the wizards who had come to Avaon from the drowned land across
the sea. Then | leaned forwards so that my hair hung down about the
bowl like adusky curtain, and let my eyes unfocus, gazing within.

Light rippled acrossthe dark surface as my breath tirred it. With
an effort of will | controlled my breathing, in and out, ever more dowly,
snking into the rhythm of trance. Now the light on the water flickered in
time to my breathing. Awareness narrowed to thiscircle of light in
darkness, water and fire. | suppose that by that time my body had
begun to move aswel, for from what seemed an immense distance
away | heard someone calling me.

"Say then, seeress, what shall cometo the Empireintimesto
come. Will Numerian and Carinusrulewe |?"

Thelight ontheweter flared. "l seeflames..." | sad dowly. "l
see armiesthat harry the land. Brother againgt brother, an emperor's
funerd pyre... Death and destruction will come of their reign.”

"And what comes after?' came anew voice that some part of my
mind recognized asthat of Docles.

But aready the scene before me was changing. Where | had seen
bloodshed now lay peaceful fields. Words cameto me.

"All hail to the Emperor who is blessed by Fortune. One
becomesfour, and yet thefirst isthe greatest till. For twenty years he
will reignin glory, Jupiter with Hercules at hissde, and Mars and
Apollo serving him.

"The son of Jupiter is here, but you will bear another name. Y our
strong right arm bears witness, and another, who blazeslike the sun.
Only Marsis missing, but when you have need of him hewill appear.
Fear not to saize the moment when it comes. Y ou will rulein splendour,
Augusius, and diefull of years, having a length rel eased the sceptre to



younger hands...'

"And what comes after?" Thisvoice was golden, blazingin my
mind with itsown light.

"The son of the sun rulesin splendour, but setstoo soon. And yet
abrighter dawn shdl follow, and anew sun shall risewhoselight will
blaze acrosstheworld."

Light blossomed within my vision, shaping itself to aface | knew.
Congtantius, | thought, for afair beard fringed the strong line of the jaw.
But the face was dtogether more massive in structure, with along nose
and eyes deeply set under the curve of the brow, aface of such
stubborn strength it made me alittle afraid.

Then thisvison aso, faded. | sagged forwards and my hair
touched the water. Then Congtantius had hisarms around me, holding
me as | shuddered with reaction. | opened my eyes, and as| tried to
focus, the after-image of my vision superimposed itsalf upon a shape
that was emerging from the darkness of the doorway.

| blinked, and realized it was Congtantine. How long had he been
standing there? And how much had he heard? | sat up, suddenly aware
of how | must ook to him, with my hair unbound, my eyes dazed with
trance. | stretched out one hand towards him in an unvoiced plea. For a
moment longer he stood there, on hisface an expresson hdf-avid and
half-appaled. Did hethink | waslike Alexander the Prophet? My eyes
filled with tears as he turned and disappeared.

"Lady," said Doclesin hisdeep voice, "isit well with you? You
have given usagreat blessng." Hisface had itsusua cam, but hiseyes
shone. In Maximian'sface | saw something amost likefear. | looked
from one to the other, knowing that al three would wear the purple one

day.



"Only if you makeit s0," | whispered, remembering how the last
two emperors had died.

"Y ou havetold mewhat | needed to know," answered Docles.
"Congtantius, take your lady to her chamber. She has done us good
sarvice thisnight and should rest.”

"And what will you do?' asked Maximian.

"l shall return to Numerian and wait. Jupiter smiles upon me, and
will make my way clear.”

In the months that followed, al seemed confusion. In November
of that year, Numerian died. Docles seized the opportunity, accusing
the Pragtorian Prefect, aman called Arrius Aper, of having poisoned
him, and executing him on the spot. The next thing we heard was that
the army had acclaimed him Emperor. But he had changed his name,
and now hewas caling himself Diocletian.

Carinus, who was agood commander when he put hismindtoiit,
roused himsalf from his debaucheries to defend his throne, and Roman
warred against Roman once more. Maximian and Constantius declared
for Diocletian and prepared to hold the West against Carinus. But
when the compaigning season opened the following spring, the gods, or
perhapsit was Nemesis, decreed against another lengthy civil war. In
the confusion of a battle atribune whose wife Carinus had seduced
seized the opportunity to day his commander and take his own revenge.

Diocletian was now supreme. Hisfirgt act wasto name Maximian
ashisjunior colleague. And that summer, when the new Caesar, who
had appointed Constantius to be his pragtorian prefect, was busy
dedling with the latest incursion of Germans, Diocletian sent aletter
requesting that my son Congtantine join his household in Nicomedia.

Congtantine's bedchamber was strewn with gear and clothing. |



paused in the doorway, armsfull of linen undertunics fresh from the
clothedine. In such confusion, it seemed impossible that dl this gear
would be packed and ready by tomorrow's dawn. A brief fantasy of a
midnight raid to sted the baggage played through my imagination. But
no attempt to delay my son's departure could achieve more than a
momentary confusion, and Constantine was of an ageto be
embarrassed by his parents even when they were acting sensibly. Even
Congtantius, had he been a home, could not have resisted an imperia
command.

"Has your bodyservant packed your woollen leggings?' | asked,
handing the tunics to the maidservant to add to the pile.

"Oh, Mother, | won't need those old things. Only pesasants wear
them: 1'd look like a peasant parading through Diocletian's marble halls."

"1 remember very vividly just how cold it got in Bithynia, the year
welived in Drepanum, and imperid hdlsarelikdy to be draughty. If it
iscold enough for you to wear the leggings, | assure you that you will
a so be wearing enough outer gear to hide them from view."

The young Gaul we had bought to be Constanting's body-servant
when he turned thirteen looked from one of usto the other, comparing
frowns, then turned towards the chest that held the things his master
hed intended to leave behind.

"Come with me, Congtantine, and let us leave the davesto their
work. Here, we will only get intheway." In truth, | would have
preferred to pack his gear mysdlf, with ablessng on each garment as|
put it in, but that was something that others could do. No one else
could tel my sonwhat wasin my heart.

Grave crunched softly beneath our feet as| led him to the garden
and sat down on a bench carved from the loca reddish stone. The
summer had been agood one, asif the gods were blessng Diocletian's



reign, and the garden was bright with flowers.

But soon enough, they would fade. And in the morning my son
would be gone. | had thought to have five years more before | lost
Congtantine to the army, time enough for Atticusto train hismind, and
for meto awaken hissoul. Con wastdl for hisage, his muscles
devel oped by exercise. He would be able to meet whatever physica
demends might come.

But he till viewed the world with achild'srigid convictions
regarding right and wrong. Diocletian might well be the most virtuous
emperor since Marcus Aurelius, but his court would be a hotbed of
intrigue. How could I armour my son againgt it without mysdlf
compromising hisinnocence?

"Don't be sad, my mother-"

| had not redlized how my face betrayed me. | managed aamile.
"How can | not be?Y ou know how much | loveyou. Y ou are aman,
and | knew that you must leave me one day, but this seems very soon.”
| was choosing my words carefully, for it would not do to frighten the
child, sncethis separation must be.

"When the letter first came, | was frightened too, but now | want
to go," said Congantine. "But | will not forget you, Mother. I will write
to you every week, as surely asthe sun shines above!l" He lifted ahand
asif caling on Apollo to bear witness.

| gazed a himin surprise, for that oath had been spoken with
adult Sncerity.

"It will not beesasy," | told him. "Therewill be new things and
new people, exciting thingsto do..."

"1 know-" He paused, searching for words. "But kindred are



important, and since you have no other children, | must be your whole
family."

My eyesfilled with tears. "Would you have liked brothers and
ggers?’

Congtantine nodded. "When | am aman | want abig family."

"l am sorry | was not ableto providethem,” | said with difficulty.
"But | dwaysthought that the purpose for which the gods had put mein
thisworld wasto give birth to you."

His eyes rounded, for | had never spoken of this so explicitly
before. "Do you bdieve that my stars have ordained some great

destiny?"

| nodded. "I do. That iswhy | have been so concerned about
your education.”

"Perhapsliving at the court of Diocletian will be part of it,"
Congtantine said soberly.

"Oh, | am surethat it will." | tried to keep the bitterness from my
tone. "But will it be what you need? | had hoped to teach you
something of the Mysteriesin which | mysdlf wastrained when | was

young.'

Congtantine shook his head. "1 do not think | am meant for a
priesthood. When | am grown | will enter the army and command
troops, or perhaps even aprovince, intime. | think | would do well a
that, don't you?"

| suppressed asmile. Certainly he did not lack for confidence. |
wondered if he, too, saw himsalf wearing the purple one day. Carinus
had been an gppdling example of the dangers of giftingaman



unprepared for it with imperia power. My son might well beright to
think that he could learn much from the Emperor if that was hisdestiny.

"If you rise high, Congtantine, you must never forget that the gods
are dtill above you, and the Theos Hypsistos, the Power that is beyond
the gods. Y ou must seek to fulfil their will for the people you rule.”

"l understand that," he said confidently. "The Emperor watches
over hispeople asafaher ruleshisfamily.”

| lifted one eyebrow. Apparently the boy had thought about it,
and perhaps he had reason. Hisfather had amost become heir to the
Empire, after dl. Congantine might well dream of animperid diadem.

"The sun watches over me, just as He does my father.”
Constantine patted my shoulder. "Do not be afraid for me."

| took hishand and held it against my cheek. My son certainly
had the confidence to make hisway in theworld. Only later did it occur
to meto wish that he had possessed allittle more humility.

CHAPTER TWELVE
AD 293-296

"The court has become ever more splendid,” Congantine's
large script straggled across the page. 1n the eight years since he had
goneto join the Emperor's household he had no doubt learned many
things, but €egant handwriting was not one of them. | shifted the page
S0 that the wavering lamplight fell full uponit. The housewhich
Congtantius had rented for me in Colonia Agrippinensis was e egant,
but not quite proof againgt the winds of a German spring.



"A simple salutation is no longer enough, when one
approaches the Emperor. Our deus et dominus, Diocletian, now
requires a full prostration, asif he were the Great King of Parthia
instead of the Augustus of Rome. But | must admit it isall very
impressive, and the foreign ambassadors appear to be
appropriately awed."

Maximian, thank the gods, remained the same bluff, hearty
soldier he had aways been, even though he was now co-Augustus with
Diocletian. But no one could doubt which of the two wasthe senior
partner. Diocletian's coins bore the image of Jupiter, while those of
Maximian were adorned with the muscular form of Hercules.

But even if Maximian had been inclined to indulge in ceremony he
would have been too busy to do so. The year he became Augustus,
Carausius, the Menapian admira they had appointed to defend
Britanniafrom Saxon raiders, had been charged with misappropriating
the spoils. Rather than stand trial in Rome he had rebelled and
proclaimed himself Emperor of Britannia. The man wasabrilliant
seaman, who had roundly defeated not only the Saxon pirates, but the
fleet Maximian sent againgt him. After that, our forces had been fully
engaged with incursons of Franks and Alamanni in the east, and dave
rebellionsin thewest of Gdlia, with no time to worry about Britannia.

I missed my garden in Treveri, but Colonia, on the banks of the
Rhenusin Germanialnferior, was close enough to thefighting for
Congtantius to visit me between campaigns. Our house was near the
eastern wall, between the Pragtorium and the temple of Mercurius
Augustus, and had been occupied by the families of many commanders
before us.

At least at the moment | did not have to worry about my
husband's safety, for he had been summoned to Mediolanum, which
Maximian had made his capita, to confer with him and Diocletian. |
wondered sometimesif during those months spent away from me



Congantius remained faithful, but intruth, if | hed ariva it was not
another woman but the Empire. When first we met | had loved him for
hisdreams. | could hardly complain because he now had an
opportunity to make some of them redlity. Still, with my husband off
fighting and my son away with the Emperor there wasllittle for meto
do, and | found mysdlf missing the responsibilities that would have been
mineon Avaon.

For the moment, Diocletian and Maximian had accepted
Caraudus as a brother emperor. | wondered how long that would last.
When | heard arumour that Carausius was married to a British
princess who had been trained on Avaon | was astonished. Ganeda
had always feared and discouraged contact between Avalon and the
outside world. That policy of isolation had been one of the reasons|
left. But now | could not help thinking that if | had become High
Priestess, it would have been I, not Dierna, who would now be
deciding whét role Avaon should play in thisrapidly changing world.
Sometimes | wished | could return to Britanniaand find out what was
happening there, but such avoyage was unlikely so long as Carausius
ruled the British Sea

On abright day in the middle of March, when thewind, brisk as
ahunting wolf, chased the little clouds across the sky, Congtantius
returned from Italia. At first, seeing hisface as stony asit had been
once after alogt battle, | thought the Emperor must have given him
some reprimand, though | could not understand why Diocletian should
be displeased. Surdly it was Maximian, if anyone, who would be
blamed for not having disposed of Carausius. If Diocletian was
unhappy, | thought angrily as| directed the unpacking, he could come
to Gdliaand try hisown hand at dedling with the Stuation here.

But the Germans|led by Crocus, who had become Constantius's
permanent bodyguard, werein finefettle, filling the courtyard with their
deep laughter, and surely they would have been gloomier if something
were wrong. Most of them were quartered in the barracks at the



Praetorium, of course, but there were always around dozen or so
about the house when Constantius was here,

I had grown accustomed to their Size and their sometimes grim
humour. | was alittle surprised, to be sure, that Crocus himself had not
cometo greet me, as he had treated me with the deference due one of
his own seeresses ever since our first meeting. Had something
happened to him? That might explain my husband's mood.

| wasin our bedchamber, sorting through the tunics from
Congtantius's baggage to see which ones might require mending, when
my husband appeared in the doorway. | looked up, smiling, and saw
him flinch. Hisface grew more forbidding as he glanced around the
room.

"Congantius,”" | said softly, "wheat iswrong?"

"Comefor awadk with me" he said harshly. "We need to talk,
and | cannot doit... here"

| could have assured him that none of our servantswould
eavesdrop, but it seemed better to change my dippersfor sturdier
sandals and take up awarm wrap without argument, and in truth, |
would not be sorry to get out of the house on such abrilliant, restless

day.

Ever sncetherebdlion of Civilis, inthetime of thefirst Agrippina
after whom the city had been named, Colonia had been afrontier town.
Other cities might neglect their defences, but Colonials walls had been
rebuilt at regular intervas until they rose high and strong, punctuated at
regular intervas by guard towers. In times of peace, citizens could
climb up by the stairs at the north gate and walk around to the east all
the way to the gate by the Praetorium. Here, the banks of theriver
were dready high, and the walls gave one a spectacular view of the
bridge across the Rhenus and Germania Libera beyond.



| followed Congtantius up the stone stairs, reassuring mysdlf that
it was not his hedlth that was the problem, for he climbed without a
pause for bregth, the hard muscles of his calves flexing with each step.
[, on the other hand, began to wish | had taken more regular exercise,
for by the time we reached the walkway | was panting, and had to stop
to catch my breath. Constantius put out a hand to steady me, then
retreated to the wall, where he stood, arms resting on the crendllations
and gazing northward where the barges moved smoothly down the
river, until 1 joined him.

By thistime my belly was knotting with apprehension. After so
many years, | knew Congtantiuss moods aswell asmy own, and an
angry confusion of emotion emanated from him so that he seemed
wrapped in shadow, even while he stood in the sun. As| began to
speak he sarted off and | followed him, recognizing that | would have
tolet him get to it in hisown time and way.

Thewalls of the fortress at the other end of the bridge glowed,
and sunlight glanced and sparkled from the blue waters of theriver,
very wide at this point and flowing strongly towards the sea. On the
evesof fedtivals| would pour alittle wineinto the river, asking the gods
of the watersto carry it to Britannia. As we passed the corner tower
and turned towards the Pragtorium, we moved into the wind off the
river and | clutched a my shawl.

Congantiuss steps dowed, and | realized that here, hafway
between the tower and the gate where the cobbled road between the
wall and the cloisters of the Praetorium was widest, must be the best
place in Coloniato speak without being overheard.

"Surdy," | said doud, "Y ou have not brought me here to speak
of treason to the Emperor!” | stopped short, surprised how much
anxiety had sharpened my tone.

"Do not be so sure!" Congtantius answered harshly. "He has put



mein apaosition from which | must betray someone. The only choicel
haveiswhom-"

"What do you mean?" | touched hisarm and his other hand
covered mine, gripping so tightly | winced with pain. "What did he say
toyou?'

"Diocletian hashad anidea. .. away to extend theimperia
power equally across the Empire and secure a peaceful succession. He
vows that when he and Maximian have reigned for twenty years, they
will retirein favour of their Caesars, who will then take thetitle of
Augustus, and appoint two more.”

| stared at him, amazed at the ideathat aman would voluntarily
give up the supreme power. But it might just work, if al four of the
emperors remained loyal to each other. Theidea of an empire that was
not torn apart by civil wars of successon seemed like some fantasy.

"S0 he means to gppoint two Caesars..." | prompted, when the
slence had gone on too long.

Congtantius nodded. "For the Eagt, it will be Gderius. He's
another man from Damatia, ahard fighter. They cal him "the
Herdsman" because hisfather kept cows" He redized that he was
babbling, and paused. "For the West... hewantsme."

It seemed to methat | had known this even before he said it. It
wasthe dream of alifetime, this gift from the Emperor. Or perhapsit
was not agift, for why was Congtantius so unhappy? | looked up into
his dear face, permanently reddened by exposure to westher, the flaxen
hair fading now to silver and receding from his broad brow. But to me
hewas il thefair lad | had met in Britannia

"But thereisaprice," he answered the question | could not ask.
"Herequiresthat both Gaeriusand | marry into the imperia families™



| could fed the colour draining from my face, and reached out to
the stone to keep from falling. Congtantius had his eyesfixed on the
horizon, asif hewere afraid to see. | had heard that when amanis
severely wounded, hefedsfirst the shock, and only later, the pain. In
that pause between the blow and my own agony, | found amoment to
pity Congtantius, who had had to bear this knowledge dl the way from
Mediolanum. And | understood now why Crocus had not cometo see
me. He was a man whose thoughts showed clearly in hisface, and |
would have read the truth of thisdisaster in hiseyes.

"Gderiuswill marry Diocletian'sdaughter Vderia" hesad
tone-lesdy. "They want meto take Maximian's step-daughter
Theodora."

"l didn't even know he had a step-daughter,” | whispered, and
then: "They want you to take her? Y ou mean you have not yet agreed?”’

He gave aviolent shake of the head. "Not without speaking with
you! Even the Emperor could not require that of me. And Maximian
remembers you with kindness-he gave me this much reprieve, that |
should be dlowed to tell you mysdlf, before everything was arranged-"
He caught his breath on asob. "I vowed my heart's blood to the
service of Rome, but not my heart! Not you!" Heturned to me at last
and gripped my shoulders so hard that the next day | would find bruises
there.

| leaned my head againgt his chest and for along moment we
smply stood, locked together. For more than twenty years my life had
revolved around thisman; | had wondered sometimesif it was because
| had given up so much for him, that | dared not fedl any other way.
And surely he, with so much more to occupy his mind, must beless
dependent on me. But now | realized it was not so. Perhaps because
his career had required him to be a creature of mind and will, dl his
heart was given to me.



"At theend of that river liesthe seg," he murmured againgt my
hair, "and across the seais Britannia. | could take you there, offer my
sarvicesto Carausius, and to Hades with the rest of the Empire! | have
thought about it as| tried to deep in the posting-houses on the way

"Congantius," | whispered. "Thisisthe opportunity you have
dreamed of . All your life you have been preparing to be an emperor..."

"With you by my sde, Helena, but not one!™

My armstightened around him, and then, like a pear to the
heart, the redization came.

"You will haveto doit, my beloved. Y ou cannot defy
Diocletian-" My voice cracked. "He has Congtantine.” And with that,
theice that had armoured me cracked suddenly and | wept in hisarms.

Night wasfalling by the time we made our way back home, our
eyes swollen with weeping, but for the moment emptied of tears. |
drew my palladown and turned my face away when | told my
maidservant to have amea brought to our bedchamber. Drusillawould
have known immediately that something was wrong, but Hrodlind was
new, a German girl who wasill learning Latin.

Congtantiusand | lay down together on our bed, while the food
sat untouched. | had not even removed my pdla, for | was chilled to
thesoul. If | killed mysdlf, | thought numbly, it would be no better for
Congantius, but at least | would be spared the pain. | said nothing, but
Constantius had been the other half of my soul for too long not to sense
what | wasfedling, or perhapsit was his own experience that told him.

"Helena, youmust live" hesaid inalow voice. "In every
campaign, when danger threatened, it has been the knowledge that you
were safe at home that gave me the courage to carry on. | can only do



the duty that isbeing forced upon me now if | know you are till living,
somewhere

"You are unjust. You will be surrounded by people, distracted
congtantly by responsihilities. Who will there be to need me, when you
aregone?'

"Congantine..." The name hung in the darkness between us, my
hope and my doom. For hissake | had left my hometo follow
Congantius, and for his sake we now must part.

Welay together in sllence for along time, while Congantius
stroked my hair. | would not have thought that with our spirits so
exhausted, the body could make any demands, but after awhile,
despite my despair, hisfamiliar warmth began to rdlax me. | turned in
hisarms, and he brushed my hair back from my face and dmost
hesitantly, kissed me.

My lipswere dtill stiff with grief, but beneath that gentle touch |
felt them softening, and soon my whole body warmed and opened,
yearning, onefind time, towdcomehimin.

In the morning, when | woke, Congtantius was gone. On the
table he had |eft aletter.

"Beloved-

‘Call me coward if you will, but only thus, when your
beautiful eyes are closed in deep, can | leave you. | will informthe
household of the coming change in our situation, so asto spare
you the need to explain to them what seems, even to me, to be an
evil dream.

‘I will be at the Praetorium for a short while, but | think it
best, for my peace and yours, if we do not meet again. | am



transferring this house to your ownership, with all of the daves. In
addition, my bankers have been instructed that you may continue
to draw upon my account for whatever you may need, and if you
should desire to move elsewhere, to transfer funds in your name.

‘I will communicate with our son, of course, but | hope that
you will be ableto writeto himaswell. It will be you for whom his
heart grieves, even as, | suppose, loyalty will compel himto
congratulate me. But indeed, he ought to grieve for me as well.

"l hope, if the bounty of your heart allowsiit, that you will
find a way to let me know where you go, and whether you are
well. Whatever may befall, believe that while my heart beats, it is
yours-"

Hisusudly careful Sgnaturetrailed off, asif, a theend, his
resolve had failed. | let the piece of papyrusfdl, staring at the empty
bed, the empty room, and an endless, empty succession of days
through which | must somehow learntolive, aone.

For the better part of aweek | scarcely left my bed, as
devastated as | had been after | lost my first child. There was no further
word from Congtantius, though a badly-spelled note did arrive from
Crocus, pledging his continued loyalty. | ate when Drusiliaforced food
upon me, but I would not let Hrodlind dressmy hair, or change the
bedding that seemed to me gtill to bear the impress of Congtantius's
body and the scent of hisskin.

Hylass slent devotion was the only sympathy | could bear, and |
think now that it was the dog's warm body curled against my own and
the poke of acold nose when he wanted to be petted that kept me
from losing contact with the outside world entirely. Hewas
white-muzzled now, and moved gtiffly when the weether chilled, but his
heart was till warm. It would have been so easy, in the first shock of
my |0ss, to retreat into madness. But aslong as one cresture needed



me, aslong as Hylas il offered me his unquestioning love, | was not
completely done.

| was not aware of any logic to my mourning, but when Philip
came to me one afternoon to tell me that Constantius had departed
Coloniafor Mediolanum and hiswedding, | redized that thiswasthe
news for which | had been waiting. Now | wastruly aone. It was easy
enough, in the end, to dissolve our union. No negotiations over the
return of adowry were required, for al | had brought to him were my
skillsas apriestess and my love, which could not be priced; or the
custody of children, since our only son wasin the keeping of the
Emperor. In Rome, we had never truly been married, only in Avaon.

My mind seemed to move very dowly, but eventualy | alowed
Hrodlind to bathe and dress me, and the servantsto comein to clean
theroom. But | did not leave the house. How could | bear to go
abroad, where any passer-by might point to the cast-off concubine of
the new Caesar, and laugh?

"Lady," said Drusilla, setting down a platter with spring greens
dressed with alittle olive ail, hot barley cakes, and some new cheese.
"Y ou cannot livelikethis. Let usgo back to Britannia. Y ou will be
better at home!"

HomeisAvalon ... | thought, and ," cannot go there, where |l
would have to admit before them all that Constantius has
abandoned me. But though relations with Carausussidand empire
were tense, Britanniaand Rome were not yet a war. Ships ill sailed
acrossthe British Seato Londinium. Surely there, awealthy woman
could live aonein respectable anonymity.

Philip made arrangements for usto embark from the port at
Ganuentajudt after thefirst day of summer. My firgt act, when | finaly
emerged from my chamber, had been to free him and the other daves
Congtantius had left to me. Most of those we had purchased to staff the



house in Colonia accepted their manumission gratefully, but | was
surprised by how many of the older members of my household chose
toremain. So it wasthat Philip and Drusillaand Hrodlind, whose own
father had sold her into davery, dong with Decius, the boy who had
tended my garden, and two of the kitchen maids, were to take ship
with usfor Londinium.

On the day before we were to depart, | walked out along the
road to the old temple of Nehaennia. Hrodlind followed, carrying
Hylasin abasket, for he could no longer walk so far, yet he whined
pitifully whenever he was parted from me.

Perhaps the lichens covered more of the stones, and thetiles of
the roof had amore mellow glow, but otherwise the place seemed
unchanged. And the Goddess, when | confronted Her insdethe
temple, gazed past me with the same serenity. It was only | who was
different.

Where was the young woman who had made her offerings  this
dtar, the British tongue till adding itsmusic to her Létin, her gaze
apprehensive as she faced this new land? After twenty-two years my
speech had flattened, though it was much more e oquent, and it was
Britanniawhich | would view with astranger's eyes.

Asfor thistemple, how could it be expected to impress me, now
that | had seen the great shrines of the Empire? And how could the
Goddess speak to me, now that | had lost my soul ?

But | had brought agarland of spring flowersto lay before her,
and when | had done so | stood with head bowed, and despite my
depression, the peace of the place began to seep into my soul.

Thetemple was quiet, but not entirdly silent. Somewherein the
eaves sparrows were nesting, their chegps and twittering the
grace-notesto adeegper murmuring which | eventudly identified asthe



sound of the spring. And suddenly | had no need to descend to those
waters, for the sound of them was al around me, an overwheming
sense of Presence that told me the Goddess had entered into her
temple and | stood on holy ground.

"Where have you been?' | whispered, tears smarting beneath my
closed eyelids. "Why did you abandon me?

And after awhile, as| waited, | sensed an answer. The Goddess
was here, as She had dways been here, and in the running water, and
upon the roads of theworld, for those who were willing to be ill and
listen with their souls. Hylas had poked his head above therim of the
basket and was staring at a spot near the statue with the look usually
reserved for mewhen | came home after ajourney. | thought the place
was just above the hidden spring.

| turned, lifting my handsin sautation. "Elen of the Ways, hear my
vow. | am awife nolonger, and | have been cast out of Avaon, but |
will be'Y our priestessif you will show mewhat you wish meto do..."

| closed my eyes, and perhaps the sun, descending, chose that
moment to shine through the high windows, or perhaps one of the
temple servants had brought alamp into the room, but suddenly |
sensed ablaze of light. And though my eyeswere dill shut, that glow
shoneinto the darknestf that had engulfed my spirit when Congtantius
left me, and | knew that | would survive.

Londinium wasthe largest of Britannidscities, larger than
Sirmium or Treveri, if not so great as Rome. | was ableto purchasea
comfortable house in the northeastern part of the city, near themain
road that led out towards Camulodunum. It had belonged to asilk
merchant before his trade was disrupted by Carausiusswars, and in
this part of the city, there was till enough open land for vegetable
gardens and pasture, S0 that it was dmost like being in the countryside.



| settled into the quiet life suited to the widow most of my
neighbours believed meto be. | did not trouble to correct them, but
made aregular circuit to the baths, the theetre, and the markets. And
little my little, my inner turmoil eased. Like alegionary who haslost a
limbinbattle, | learned to compensate, and even at timesto enjoy the
things | had without immediately remembering those | would never have

agan.

From timeto time, newswould reach usfrom Rome. Congtantius
had taken FlaviaMaximiana Theodorain marriage a theides of Maia,
amonth which was said to be unlucky for marriages. | could not help
hoping thet in this case the tradition would proveto betrue. But if
Congtantius till mourned for me, it did not prevent him from doing his
husbandly duty, for at the end of the year we heard that Theodora had
borne him a son, whom they cdled Damatius.

Theodorawas not only younger than |, but she appeared to be
the kind of woman who gets pregnant as soon as her husband hangs his
belt on the bedpost, for after Damatius, another son, Julius
Congtantius, and two daughters, Congtantia and Anastasia, were born
in quick succession. | never saw Theodora, so | do not know whether
shewas, as the panegyrists were bound to say, beautiful.

| was now cut off from army gossip, but | could not help hearing
talk in the market-place, and the political Situation was degenerating.
After getting Theodora pregnant, Constantius had returned to the army,
and used his new authority as Caesar to mount an attack on
Gesoriacum, the port from which Carausius had maintained hisfoothold
in northern Gadlia. The navd fortress was impregnable, but by building a
mole across the entrance to the harbour, Constantius was able to cut
the place off from support by sea, and shortly after mid-summer the
garrison surrendered.

His next move was an attack on the Franks who were
Carausiussdlies at the mouth of the Rhenus. Trade was aready



suffering, and now, for thefirgt time, people began to murmur againgt
their upstart Emperor. It was said that hiswife Teeri, the one who had
been trained on Avalon, had gone back to her father, the prince of
Durnovaria. Had sheloved her Roman husband, | wondered, or was
the marriage apolitical arrangement from which she was happy to be
freed? And if so, had the aliance been made by the Prince of
Durnovaria, or the High Priestess of Avaon? Teleri might bethe only
woman in Britanniawho could understand me. | would have liked to
talk with her.

And then, just before the feast that begins the harvest, men came
crying through the streets with the newsthat Carausius was dead, and
hisminister of finance, Allectus, had clamed histhrone, rewarding his
old master's Frankish auxiliariesrichly to support hisclam. When it
was announced that he would marry Teleri | shook my head. Allectus
might call himsdlf an emperor, but clearly he meant to be High Kingin
the old way, by wedding the queen, and with her, the land.

| stood among the crowds who watched them on their way to
their wedding feast. Allectus waved with afeverish gaiety, though there
wastengon in theway he gripped hisreins. When the carriagein which
Tderi wasriding with her father passed by, | caught aglimpse of a
white face beneath acloud of dark hair, and thought she looked like a
woman going to her execution, not her marriage bed.

Surdly, | thought, Constantius would put an end to the
pretensions of Allectus soon. But one year passed, and then another,
with no challenge from Rome. Allectus pressed out an issue of
hastily-minted coins and then lowered taxes. | could have told him that
short-term popularity might prove apoor trade for repairsto
fortifications when the Picts attacked or Rome decided to reclaimits
errant province.

But | had taken care that no one should learn my identity.
Congtantine wrote regularly, lettersfilled with robust good cheer but



few persona opinions, asif he suspected someonein the Emperor's
household was reading his correspondence. | doubted that anyone was
reading mine. It was not unusua to have a son in service abroad, after
al. It was not my connection with Consgtantine that was the danger.

I had not heard from Congtantius since he left me, but sometimes
| saw himin my dreamsand | did not think he had forgotten me. |
would have made a valuable hostage, if Allectus had known who was
living in hiscgpitd.

Inthethird year snce | had cometo Britannia, at the beginning of
autumn, | had a series of dreams. In thefirst of them, | saw adragon
that emerged from the waves and coiled itsdf along the white dliffs of
Dubris, guarding the shore. A fox came, and fawned upon it until the
dragon ceased to pay attention to it, and then the fox leapt and bit the
dragon's throat, and so the great beast died. And now the fox grew
great, and decked himsdlf in a purple mantle and awreath of gold, and
rode in agolden chariot about the land.

That dream was not hard to interpret, though | wondered why
the gods had sent me avision of something that had already cometo
pass. Still, I thought that perhaps some change was coming, and sent
Philip more often to the forum to hear the news.

The next dream came with more urgency. Acrossthe seal saw
coming two flights of eagles. Thefirst group was driven back by the
wind, but the second used mist and cloud to hide its approach and
soared to theland. A flock of ravensrose up to combat it, and | saw
they were protecting the fox, but the eagles overcame them and killed
thefox, and the ravensretreated, shrieking, towards Londinium. Then
thefirst group of eagles regppeared, descending just in time to defeat
the ravens once and for al. And when they had done so, alion
appeared among them, and the people came out of the city to greet it,

rgoicing.



When | awoke, a storm was lashing the rooftops. Bad weather
for salors, | thought deepily, and then sat bolt upright with the sudden
conviction that Constantius was out in that storm. But he would be sife,
if my dream was atrue one. It was Londinium which waslikely to bein
danger if the Frankish troops, whom | had seen asravens, were
defeated and in retaiation attacked the town.

| told Brasiliato lay in enough food to last usfor severa days. By
sunset, we knew that the Roman army was on itsway at last. Some
said the legionswould attack Portus Adurni, where Allectuss fleet was
waiting for them, while others thought they would come to Rutupiae
and march on Londinium. But if | had dreamed true, Congtantius was
splitting hisforces and would attack both places. That night | dept
badly, waiting for what the morning would bring.

Throughout the next day, reports and rumours flew through the
city. The storm had driven the Romans back, said some, while others
told of an advance north from Clausentum and fighting near Cdleva
Darkness had aready fallen when Philip came back from the forum to
tell usthat arider had come with the word that Allectus was dead, and
his Frankish barbarians, who had taken most of the casualties, were
faling back towards Londinium, vowing to make the city pay for their
losses.

Philipwasdl for fleeing, having lived through the sack of acity
when hewas achild, but so far, al | had dreamed was coming to pass,
and | had faith that Congtantius would arriveintime. | had not yet
determined what | would do when he did. Could | resist the temptation
to see him once more, and if | did so what would become of my
hard-won serenity? | went to bed that night as usua, partly to reassure
my household, and somewhat to my surprise, | dreamed once more.

The fox lay dead on the battlefield. From its Sde rose ablack
swan that winged desperately through the stormy air, pursued both by
the eagles and the ravens. When it settled to earth at last beside the



governor's palace, it wasthe lion that menaced it. But from one of the
Sde-streets gppeared a greyhound, that held off the lion until the swan
had the strength to make her escape.

When | woke, thefirgt light of morning wasfiltering through the
bed-curtains. From outside | could hear shouting, but someone would
have roused meif there had been immediate danger. | lay ill, going
over the details of my dream until | was sure | could remember it.

When | did rise, | found the household gathered in the kitchen.

"Oh, Midress," exclamed Drusilla, "there's been abattle outside
the city! Asclepiodotus, the Pragtorian Prefect, beat Allectus at
Cdleva, and hereésthe Magter's fleet come up from Tanatus to save us
from the Frankish barbariand"

Heishere- | thought, or he soon will be. | felt my heart beat
more quickly, and the wall which had protected me from my memories
was beginning to crumble away. If we met, would he till find mefair?1
was past forty now, my body grown more solid with time, and there
wasdlver inmy hair.

"They are saying that by afternoon hislegion will enter the city,”
sad Philip. "The garrison Allectus | eft here has dreedy fled, and his
ministers and clerks and the rest of his household are scurrying about,
gathering up their belongings and preparing to be gone before
Congantius arrives" He laughed.

But in my dream, | thought then, the swan had been unable to
flee. | finished my porridge and set down the bowl.

"Philip, I will want the carriage in an hour, with you and Deciusto
walk besdeit. Bring your sticksto discourage any trouble from the
crowds."



His face showed his amazement, but he had learned that
commands given in that tone were not open to discussion. A little
before noon we were turning out of our gate into the road. The cart
was more suitable for country transport, but the top had leather curtains
which could be drawn. Through the space between them | could see
that the streets were full of people in aholiday mood. Some were
aready building an arch of greenery across the main road that led to the
forum and adorning it with flowers.

| fingered the fabric of my gown nervoudy. | had bought it many
years ago, because it was amost the blue of Avalon, and for the same
reason rarely worn it. My thin woollen pala, of adarker blue,
shadowed my face like aveil. Philip had not dared to question me. If
we came home empty-handed he would think me mad, though he might
doubt my sanity more were we to succeed.

There was no one guarding the gates to the palace. | directed my
driver to aside door that | remembered from the onetime | had
accompanied Constantius on avisit to Britannia, descended, and
dipped insde. The corridors showed the signs of ahasty departure.

| made my way swiftly to the suite of roomsthat were normaly
occupied by the Governor, which | suspected Allectus had made his
own.

And there, Sitting done in the great bed, half-dressed and staring,
| found my black swvan.

As| had expected, she was very lovely, with white skin and
curling black hair that fell about her shoulders. And not asyoung as she
had looked at first glance, for there were lines of bitterness at the
corners of the full lips and shadows beneath the dark eyes.

"Teleri-"



It took along moment, asif her spirit had been wandering, before
she dtirred. But her vague gaze focused as she saw the blue gown.

"Who areyou?"

"A friend-you must come with me, Teleri. Gather up whatever
you would take with you."

"The servantstook my jewels" she whispered, "but they were
not mine, but his. | have nothing... I am nothing, on my own."

"Then come asyou are, but quickly. The Caesar would do you
no harm, but | do not think you would wish to be atrophy of his

victory."

"Why should | trust you? Everyone else has betrayed me, even
Avdon."

| was glad to see she retained some sense of salf-preservation,
but thiswas no timeto waver. In the distance | could hear a sound like
the surf on the shore and knew that the people of Londinium were
cheering. | pulled back my pallaso that she could see the faded
crescent between my brows.

"Because | too was once a priestess. In the name of the Great
Mother of usadl, | beg you to come away."

For along moment we stayed with locked gaze. | do not know
what she read in my eyes, but when | held out my hand and turned to
go, Teleri gathered up one of the bedcoversfor amantle and followed
me

Wewerejust intime. Asmy carriage creaked through the gate
and turned down the sde-road, from the direction of the forum | heard
the blare of military clarions and the rhythmic dgp of hobnailed sandds.



My grip on the wooden seet of the waggon tightened until the knuckles
showed white. The people were shouting-the words came clearer as
we moved on:

'Redditor Lucis, Redditor Lucis!'
Restorer of the Light...

My closed eyes could not shut out the brightness that was
blossoming in my awareness. Congtantius was coming, his presencea
radiance in my soul. Did hefed that | was near, or werethe
respongibilities of his office and the tumult around him asufficient
digraction?

Asthe people of Londinium cried out in welcometo their saviour,
my cheeks grew wet with slent tears.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
AD 296-305

During the weeks that Constantius spent in Britannial remained
true to my vow and made no attempt to see him, but my sdf-discipline
took itsown toll. My woman's courses, never regular, had dmost
ceased, and now avariety of other symptoms, from a pounding heart to
waves of heet that |eft me drenched asif even my body were weeping,
added to my misery.

Meanwhile the city was rgjoicing at the word that Theodora had
borne Constantius another child. I knew he had been devastated by our
parting, but by now he must be gppreciating the advantages of awife
who was royal, young and fertile. Prudence, which had kept me out of



his sight before, gave way to despair.

The counsdls of wisdom | had meant to give Teleri went
unspoken. For her sake | had missed even the glimpse of him | might
otherwise have had, though at the time | had thought even that much
unwise. Congtantine wrote to tell me that he was going to Egypt with
Diocletian to fight someone caled Domitius who had started arebelion
there, and so to my other troubles | could add anxiety for his safety.

And then Congtantius |eft Britannia, and | learned the true
meaning of despair. Lying with curtains drawn in my bedchamber |
refused to rise and dress mysdlf, and neither Drusillals most delicate
recipes nor Hrodlind's pleading could persuade me to eat. For most of
awesk | lay, accepting no company but that of Hylas, who was now
grown 0 old that he spent his days dozing by the brazier, though when
| wasin the house he il inssted on following me from room to room. |
regjoiced in my growing weskness, for though | had promised
Congantius | would not teke my life, thisgentle dideinto oblivion
seemed awelcome surcease to my suffering.

And as weakness |oosed the fetters of my mind, avison came.

It seemed to methat | was wandering in amisty landscape like
the borders of Avaon. | had come to confront the Goddess, to learn
the next step in my own passage, to go beyond the Mother and meet
the Crone. Before, | could never see beyond the Mother, who must be
the central face of the Goddess, and the two on ether sde, Nymph and
Crone, only Her handmaidens.

But what | was enduring now was the ultimate childbirth, the
ultimate test of strength and courage. Now, confronting my own
trangition from the status of motherhood, | was forced to seethe
world-tragedy of mothers. Even Jesus, according to the Christians, had
amother, and again and again and again | saw him leaning on her arm,
and when life deserted and defested him he cried out to her too. | said,



"Just like aman; he went on and died bravely and left the women to put
hiswork together again afterwards." Fear for my own son
overwhelmed meand | cried bitterly, "Does the Mother haveto let her
children go just to be crucified?!

| asked what was beyond. Again and again | received only the
sense of being aship'sfigurehead cleaving water towards the unknown.

Then | seemed to perceive woman's centra tragedy. | had lost
my own mother before | could even know her, and was | eft dlone, logt,
desperate, crying out for comfort. It was astuation in which we
women continue to find ourselveslifelong. We are forced to lend
strength to men, to bear and feed our own children. Outsiders saw me
as strong, but | wasachild crying in the dark for comfort and my
mother had gone away and would never be there for me again.

And then thetwigt of the knife. Before | was barely old enough to
stand aone, before | had had time or strength to know who | was, a
smaller hand had been tucked into mine and the Voice had said, "Here.
Thisisyour little cousin. Look after her."

And thisisthe confrontation with Life, the first awarenessthat
perhaps we should cry out, "No," and strike down that little form and
batter it until it lies dead and cold and no longer demanding, and run on
free, untrammelled, shouting, "M other, wait, theré's only me.”

Or e se we must make the other choice, being deprived of the
Mother, to become the mother, and pick up thelittle one when shefdls
down, and wipe away her tears, and rock her to deep, clinging
together againgt the dark because sheis as much in need of comfort as
you, and you are the stronger o it isyoursto give...

And that, | redlized asthe bright images misted away, waswhét |
had done, first for Beccaand Dierna, and later for a succession of
maidservants and soldiers wives and junior officersin my husband's



command. And for Teleri, though | had failed her, at thelast.

And then | redlized that someone waswith mein theroom. | had
|eft strict orders that | was not to be disturbed, but | was too weak
now even for anger. | opened my eyes.

Tderi was gtting besde my bed, dumped alittlein the chair, asif
she had been there for sometime. In her lap she held abowl of
porridge. It till steamed, and the scent brought back memories of the
Hall of the Priestesses on afrosty morning, when we had dl gathered to
eat our daymeal around the centra fire. It wasthis scent, | redlized, that
had brought me back from my vision, the fragrance of porridge with
honey and dried apples asthey madeit in Avd on.

"Y our servants dared not trouble you," she said softly, "but | will
not add to the sins| aready bear that of |etting you die when thereis
something | can do.”

I reached out for the bleak security of despair, but my stomach
was growling. Apparently my body had decided to live, and it was no
use arguing. With asigh, I held out my hand for the bowl.

"When you arewdl," said Tderi, "l will leaveyou. | am going
back to Avaon. | should never havel€ft it, and if Diernacasts meout, |
will wander until death takes mein the Mist between theworlds.”

That waswhat | had been doing, | thought grimly, and without
the trouble of travelling to the Summer Country, but it seemed to me
that | had lost the right to criticize.

"Comewith me, Helena. | do not know your story, but it is clear
that you are apriestess of Avaon."

| swalowed ahite of porridge, considering. Had | been forgotten
aready? Ganeda might well have been bitter enough to erase my name



from therolls of priestesses. But perhaps the explanation was smpler.

"When | dwet onthe Holy Ide | wascaled Eilan," | said dowly,
and saw her eyeswiden.

"Y ou are the one who ran away with aRoman officer! Not since
the days of the first Eilan who was High Priestess at V ernemeton has
there been such a scandal. But Diernasaid that you were kind to her
when shewas alittle child, and dways spoke well of you. Isyour
Roman dead, then? Y our servants do not speak about him."

"Not dead, except to me,” | said through iff lips. "Heis
Congantius Chlorus, the father of my son Congtantine.”

Tderi'seyesfilled with tears. "1 was married to Carausius, who
was agood man though | could never love him, and to Allectus, whom
| did love, though he was good neither for Britannianor for me."

"Thiswas Diernaswill?' In the end, it would seem that Ganeda
had trained her grand-daughter well.

"She wanted to bind the Defender of Britanniato Avaon."

| nodded, understanding that this was the same hope that had
originaly sent me out to seek Congtantius.

"Diernaisagresat priestess, however badly things turned out for
me," Teleri said earnestly. "I am sure that she would welcome you-"

And then attempt to use me, all for the good of Avalon, |
thought bitterly. Once, I might have had as good aclaim to be Lady of
the Holy Ide as she, but | had been away too long, and though
Congtantius had abandoned me, his son, whose last |etter [ay even now
on the table beside my bed, had more need of my counsd than the
priestesses of Avaon.



"To Dierna, and to her only, you may say thet | ill live, and that
| send my loveto her. But | think that the Goddess may ill have work
for meintheworld."

A week later, when | came down to breakfast, they told me that
Teeri had gone. She had what was |eft from the money | had given her
to buy clothing, and al | could do for her now wasto ask the blessing
of the Lady upon her journeying.

Spring had cometo Londinium. The Tamesisran high with rainfal
and new |leaves were springing from every branch, welcoming the
returning birds. Life returned to my limbs, and suddenly | needed to be
outside, waking through the pastures and along the stream that divided
the city. At other times | would go past the forum and over to the
baths, or farther Hill, to the Temple of Issthat had been built near the
western gates to the town. With each day | grew stronger, and less
content to sulk a home, brooding on my misery. | missed the patter of
paws at my hedls, but as soon as | began to recover, Hylas had died,
asif hefedt hisduty was now done. He had lived along time for adog,
but | could not bring myself to get another.

A stone-carver had his workshop between the sseum and the
Temple of Diana, and | conceived the idea of commissioning from him
ardlief of the matronae, thetrio of ancestral mothers who were
honoured dl over the Empire. But it had come to methat my carving
should be different, and so in addition to the usud threefigures, two of
them holding baskets of fruit and the third achild, | asked the scul ptor
to carve afourth Mother, this one holding in her 1ap adog.

Perhaps the Mothers were grateful, for within amoon, | met
three people who were to make a profound differencein my life during
the remaining years| spent in Londinium.

| encountered the first immediately after finishing negotiations
over the carving. | had set out in search of a cookshop wherel could



have abit of bread and sausage before starting home. But as | turned
the comer, | nearly tripped over something furry, and looking down,
found myself surrounded by cats. If thiswas an omen, | did not
understand it. There must have been two dozen, of al shapesand
colours, waiting impatiently in front of arather ramshackle building that
had been added on to the back of the Temple of ISis.

| heard aripple of wordsin some foreign tongue, turned and saw
asmal, round woman draped in severd tunicas and apallaof brightly
clashing colours, and leaning on acane. Dark hair was partly covered
by windings of purple, and she was carrying a basket that smelled
grongly of fish even from here.

Shelooked up and saw me. "Oh | am sorry,” shesaid in Latin.
"They get very insstent, the greedy pusses, but | am the only onewho
will feed them, you see”

As she opened the bag and began to dole out fish heads | could
seethat her dark eyes had been elongated with kohl, and her skin had
awarm glow that had never come from a British sun. Around her neck
hung a pendant of acat in the Egyptian style.

"Areyou apriestess?’ | asked.

"l am Katiya, and | servethe Lady Bast-" She started to touch
one hand to her forehead in homage, redlized that shewas holding a
piece of fish, laughed, and cadt it to a big orange tomcat who waited to
onesde.

"Eastward we gaze upon Bagt, the Queen-Cat," she chanted
softly. "In the east we seek for the soul of IS, Light-bearer,
Moon-mother, gentle protectress. To the shrine of Per-Bast we direct
our prayers... But | am the only onein Londinium who does so," she
added, shaking her head. "In Egypt dl people know that the cat is
sacred to the Goddess, but merchants bring cats to Britanniaand leave



them, and no one seemsto care. Only the priests of 1sslet me stay
here because they know that Bast and ISsaressters. | do what | can.”

"My goddess favoursdogs,” | told her, "but | suppose that Bast
isher agter aswell. Will you accept an offering?’

"Inmy Lady'sname," she answered, and from amongst her
draperies fetched out anet bag, somewheat less redolent of fish than the
basket, into which | could drop afew coins. "'l feed my little ones, and |
make songs. Come to me when you are sad, noblelady, and | will
cheer you."

"l think it very likely you will!" | answered, laughing in spite of
mysdlf. And theresfter, for aslong as| lived in Londinium, | would visit
Katiyaevery week or so and make my offering. Just to keep the scales
balanced, however, | made adonation to the Temple of Diana, who
loves hounds, for the care of the city's Stray dogs. From timeto time
would take one of these foundlings home with me, but though | enjoyed
the patter of paws about the house, with none of them did | find the
bond | had had with Hylas and Eldri.

The second mesting occurred one day when | noticed the name
"Corinthius' on asign above adoor and paused, remembering the old
Greek who had been my tutor when | wasachild. Frominsidel could
hear the sound of young voices declining Greek verbs. Corinthius had
told me he intended to set up aschooal. | asked Philip, who was with
me, to knock and enquire, and soon | was taking wine with ayoung
man who told me he was the son of my old tutor, who had married
when he got to Londinium, and begotten this son to eventudly inherit
his school.

"Ohyes, my lady, my father often spoke of you," said Corinthius
the Y ounger. Crooked teeth showed as he grinned. "He used to say
that you were brighter than any boy he ever taught, especidly when |
had not donewell at my lessons.™



I could not help smiling in answer. "He was agood teacher. |
wish | could have studied with him longer, but | was lucky my father
believed agirl-child should be educated at dl." | did not tell him that my
studies with the old Greek had been followed by amuch more
extensve education a Avaon.

"Ohindeed," Corinthius nodded. "I am S0 sorry sometimes, when
| see my ladswith their sisters, that | am not ableto teach the girlsas
well. | think that some of their parents would be willing, but they do not
like to send their girlsto amale teacher, and of course there are not so
many educated women here asin Rome or Alexandria..." He poured
more wine.

"Doyou know," | said eventudly. "'l have dwayswished that |
had a daughter, to whom | could pass on some of thethings | know.
Y ou might suggest to the mothers of some of these hoyswho have
sdersthat they pay acdl on me. My husband left me with enough to
liveon, but | find mysdlf alittle londly, and would welcomea... circle...
of friends"

"You will belike Sappho in the meadows of Leshos," exclaimed
Corinthius, "beloved of the gods!”

"Perhaps not quite like Sappho,” | replied, smiling, for when we
lived in Drepanum | had read some of her poemsthat my tutor had
never shown me. "But tell the women, and we shall see”

Corinthius kept hisword, and by the time the carving of the
matronae wasfinished and ingtdled in a shrine, agroup of mothersand
daughters were coining to my home at the new moon and the full, and if
what | taught them owed more to Avalon than it did to Athens, it was
no one's business but our own. But not even to these, thefirst sstersin
spirit | had had since |l |eft the Holy 1de, did | confide whose wife | had
been.



The third meeting took place at the baths, where one was
assured of eventudly meeting everyonein the city, during the hours
reserved for women. Seen through clouds of billowing steam, everyone
looks mysterious, but it seemed to me that the voice that was so loudly
complaining about the price of wheet was familiar, and the long-boned,
dark face aswell.

"Vitdlia, isit you?' | asked when shedrew bregth at last.
Through the seam | could see that the golden fish till hung fromits
chain about her neck.

"By Heaven'shlessings, it isHelenal When | heard about-the
marriage-| wondered-"

"Hush!" | held up one hand, "I do not speak of that here. | was
well provided for, and people think me arich widow with ason serving
abroad.”

"Well then, let us be widows together! Come, let us egt a bite,
and you shall tell me dl that has happened since your son was born!"

We dried and dressed oursalves and went out through the marble
portico. Aswe passed the statue of Venus| saw Vitdliaglance at it
nervoudy, but there was nothing there to account for the disgust with
which she hurried past, only agarland of flowersthat someone had
draped across the pedestal.

"| am sure that people would not do that if they knew how
difficult itisfor us," she muttered as we passed out into the road. "'|
know that you are not of the true faith, but in the dayswhen our
husbands were serving together, dl the officers paid honour to the
Highest God, so perhaps you can understand. We are commanded to
avoid idolatry, you see, and yet we are surrounded by graven images
and sacrifices.”



She gestured down the street, and | saw, as | had seen a hundred
times without thinking anything of it, that we were surrounded by gods.
Animage of Neptune rose from afountain, nymphs and fauns grinned
from the corbels of houses, and the crossroads was marked by ashrine
to someloca spirit who had recently received a plateful of food and a
bunch of flowersas an offering. | remembered being struck by the
lavish display when first | came from Avaon, where we knew thet all
the earth was haly, but saw no reason to emphasize the point with al
these decorations, but | had become accustomed to it, after more than
twenty years.

"But no one asks you to honour them,” | said dowly-for it had
been years since any emperor had tried to enforce that requirement.

"Even to touch them, to seethem, isapallution,” Viteliasighed.
"Only in the church we have built in the woods outside the walls can we
fed truly free”

| lifted one eyebrow. | had walked out aong the north road at
Betane, when even the fidldsinsde L ondinium were too confined for
me. | thought now that | remembered the building, a modest
daub-and-wattle structure with asimple cross over the door. But the
woodland that surrounded it had hummed with the power of the spirits
that were abroad that day, and patches of flattened grass showed
where young couples had honoured the Lord and the Lady in their own
way the preceding eve. How could the Chrigtiansimagine they would
avoid the old gods by moving outside the town?

Still, it was not for me to open their eyesto what they so
manifestly did not desireto see. Vitdliawas Hill talking:

"And one of our older members donated a building near the
wharvesthat we have made into arefuge for the poor. Our Lord
commanded usto care for the widow and the orphan, and so we do,
nor do we ask what faith they hold, so long asthey speak no demon's



nameswithin our wals."

"That seemsaworthy work," | told her. Certainly it was more
than any of the magistrates were likely to do.

"We can always use helpers, to treat their ills, and serve out the
food," said Vitdlia "I remember hearing that you knew something of
herb-lore, when we werein Damatia."

| suppressed asmile. Teaching had blessed, but did not quitefill,
my days. It might prove interesting, | thought, to work with these
Chrigiansfor awhile.

And so it proved, and for the next seven years, my life was both
rich and full, and more useful, | suppose, than it had been when my only
responsibilities were to kegp Congtantius's house and share his bed.

It was at the end of February in the third year of the new century
that the news that was to change everything arrived. | was on my way
home from my weekly visit to the priestess of Bast, when | heard a
tumult from the market-place. When | turned in that direction, Philip,
who had been my escort that day, stopped me.

"If thereisariot, Mistress, | may not be able to protect you. Stay
here-" He grimaced as he redized we were in front of the Mithraeum.
"Here you will be safe, and | will go and see what the excitement isal
about!"

| smiled alittle as | watched him stride down the road,
remembering the scrawny boy he had been when hefirst joined our
household. Hewas il lightly built, but he had avery solid presence
now. | tried to remember whether that change had come when he
became a Chrigtian, or when Congtantius freed him. | rather thought it
wastheformer, that had liberated his spirit even before hislegd status
was dtered. Perhaps that was why, given hisfreedom, he had chosen



to stay with me,

It seemed along time before he returned. | seated myself ona
bench in front of the Mithraeum, contemplating the relief of the god
daying the bull. I wondered if Congtantius had visted this place when
hewasin Britannia. | knew that he had continued to risein rank in the
cult, for I remembered times when he had been absent for additional
initiations, but of course the worship of Mithras had no placefor
women and he was forbidden to tell me what went on. Still, to Sit here
was dmost like being under his protection. | was glad to find that the
thought made my heart ache only alittle, now.

Then | heard quick footsteps and saw Philip coming, hisface
white with shock and anger.

"What has happened?’ | rose to meet him.

"A new edict! Diocdletian, may God curse him, has begun the
persecutionsagain!”

| frowned, hurrying to catch up as he started down the street
again, for the murmur of the crowd was beginning to sound ugly. |
remembered hearing rumours of trouble afew years before when the
presence of Christians was said to have spoiled the Emperor'sritud. A
few officersin the army had been executed for refusing to joininthe
sacrifices, and some others expelled, but nothing more had come of it.
In most places, the Chrigtians, though considered peculiar, got along
well enough with their neighbours.

How could Diocletian be so stupid? | had been around Christians
long enough by now to know thet far from fearing martyrdom, they
welcomed it as an easy way to cancel out al sinsand win the favour of
their gloomy god. The blood of the martyrs, they said, wasthe
nourishment of the Church. Killing them only reinforced their belief in
their own importance and made the cult stronger.



"What doesthe edict say?' | repeated as| caught up with Philip.

"Chrigtianity is outlawed. All copies of the scriptures are to be
turned in and burnt, al churches to be seized and destroyed.” He spat
out the words.

"But what about the people?’

"So far, only the priests and bishops are mentioned. They are
required to offer sacrifice in the presence of amagistrate or bejailed. |
must get you home, Lady-the garrison is coming out, and the Streets
will not be safe”

"And what about you?"' | asked, between breaths.

"With your leave, | will go out to the church and offer my help.
Perhaps something can be saved if we areintime.”

"You areafree man, Philip," | said, "and | do not presumeto
command your conscience. But | beg you in the name of your god,
take carel"

"If you will also do so!" He managed a smile as we neared my
door. "Keep the rest of the household indoors. Though you are till a
worshipper of demons, the High God lovesyou wdl|!™

"Thank you! | think!" I watched him hurry off down the road.
Stll, blessings should be welcomed, from whatever quarter. Shaking
my head, | went in.

For aday and a night, the detachment from the fortress tramped
through the Streets, searching out Christian leaders and property. By
thetimeit was over, the bishop of Vitelias church wasin custody, and
thelittle church in the woods by the north road had burned to the
ground. The holy books, however, had been hidden safely, and apile



of church accounts given to the authorities to destroy.

The smoke of the burning was carried away by the wind, but the
stench, both physica and metaphoric, lingered longer. Diocletian had
ruled wisely for dmost twenty years, but in his attemptsto preserve our
society, the Emperor was effectively dividing it. As| had predicted,
persecution only made the Christians more stubborn, and there were
more of them than most of us had redized.

These daysthe Chrigtians met in secret in their houses. Philip
reported to me that |etters from the eastern part of the Empiretold of
arrests and executions. But to my relief, Congtantius did no more than
enforce the letter of the new law in those portions of the Empire under
his control. And once thefirst excitement was over, the genera
population showed little enthusiasm for persecuting their neighbours.
How those Christian neighbours might view the rest of uswasnot a
guestion which at that moment applied.

Still, it seemed to me that in times such asthese, | ought to offer
the maidens | was teaching something more relevant than Homer and
Virgil, and so, from time to time, | would turn our discussonsto the
issuesthat divided men today.

"Itisnecessary,” | said one morning, “that the educated person
understand not only what she believes, but why she bdlievesit. And so
| ask you, who isthe Supreme God?'

For along moment the girlslooked at each other, asif not quite
certain | really meant what | was asking, much lessthat it gpplied to
them. Finally, Lucretia, whose family exported wool, raised her hand.

"Jupiter isthe king of the gods, that's why the Emperor puts his
image on hiscoins.”

"But the Christians say that all deities except the god of the Jews



are demons,” offered Tertia, the sandal-maker's daughter.
"That isvery true, and 0 | ask you, how many gods are there?"

This€elicited ababble of discussion, until | held up ahand for
Slence once more. "You are dl correct, according to our way of
thinking. Every land and digtrict hasits own deities, and in the Empire,
our practice has been to honour them &l. But consider this, the grestest
of our own philosophers and poets speak of asupreme divinity. Some
cal thisPower "Nature', and others " Aether”, and dill others, "the High
God". The poet Maro tdlls us,

"Know firgt, the heaven, the earth, the main,
The moon's pale orb, the starry train,

Are nourished by a Soul,
A Spirit, whose cdedtid flame
Glowsin each member of theframe,

And dirsthe mighty whole."

"But what about the Goddess?" asked little Portia, pointing
towardsthe dtar in the corner of the sunny chamber we used asa
classroom, where alamp was dways kept burning before the relief of
the Mothers. Sometimes, when no one else was present, | would pat
the head of the dog in the fourth Mother'slap, and fed it warm and
smooth benesth my hand asif Hylas had come back to me.

| smiled, having hoped that someone would raise this point.

"Certainly, it makes more sense to see the Highest Power as
female, if onemust assgn agender to Dalty, for itisthefemalewho
gives birth. Even Jesus, whom the Chrigtians say was the son of God,
or even God himsdlf, had to be born from Maria before he could take
humanform.”



"Well of course!" answered Portia. "That's where the heroes and
demi-gods come from-Hercules, and Aeneas, and the rest of them.”

"But the Chrigtians say their Jesus was the only one," observed
Lucretia Therest of the girls contemplated thislack of logic and shook
their heads.

"Let usreturn to the origina question,” | said when the discussion
cameto an end. "Pythagorastells us that the supreme Power is'a soul
passing to and fro, and diffused through al parts of the universe, and
through al nature, from which al living creatures which are produced
derivetheir life Thisisvery much the sameteaching as| received
among the Druids, except, as| said, that we tend to think of this Power
as being femde when we give it agender.

"Thisbeing 0," | gestured towards the matronae once more,
"why do wefed impeled to make images of that which cannat, intruth,
be pictured, and divideit up into gods and goddesses and give them
histories and names? Even the Chrigtians do it-they say their Jesusis
the Supreme God, and yet the stories they tell about him are just like
our own hero tales!"

Therewasalong silence. Inaway, | thought, it was unfair to ask
these girlsto answer a question whose solution had €luded the
theol ogians and philosophers. But perhaps, just because they were
femde, they might find it eesier to understand.

"Y ou have dolls at home, don't you?' | added. "But you know
they are not redl babies. Why do you love them?"

"Because..." Lucretiasaid hesitantly after another pause, "'l can
hold onto them. | pretend they are the babies | will have when | grow
up. Itishard to love something that has no face or name.”

" think that isavery good answer, don't you?' | asked, looking



around the circle. "In our minds we can understand the Highest God,
but so long aswe arein human bodies, living in thisrich and varied
world, we need images that we can see and touch and love. And each
one of them shows us a part of that supreme Power, and all the parts
together give usaglimpse of the whole. So the people who insst there
isonly One God are right, and so are those who honour the many, but
in different ways™"

They were nodding, but | could see aglaze of incomprehensionin
some of their eyes, and others were looking out into the garden, asif
they found moretruth in the play of light on the leaves. Still, | could
hope that something of what | had said would stay with them. Laughing,
| dismissed them to go out and play.

For two more years, Diocletian's edict remained in forcein
Britannia. The year after the edict, when everyone was ordered to
sacrifice, asoldier named Albanus had been put to death in
Verulamium for refusing to do so, and oneday | found Viteliaweeping
because she had heard that her fourteen-year-old nephew, Pancratus,
hed been killed in Rome, but in Londinium there were no executions,
though the bishop had been imprisoned and stayed under guard.

The Chrigtians continued to meet in their houses, and when even
that became too dangerous, | dlowed them to hold servicesin mine. Or
rather, in my atrium, sSince even with veils thrown over my imagesand
atars, theinterior was considered too polluted for them to expose the
holy things of their god. They were happy, however, to welcome meto
those parts of their service open to the uninitiated.

Nathanidl the rope-maker, who, since he was only adeacon in
the church, had escaped arrest with the others, was holding forth to his
congregation, the men on one side of the garden and the women on the
other, heads covered and eyes cast down in piety.

"Oh God, the heathen have come into thy inheritance;" he



intoned, moving hisfinger dong the line of writing.

Vitdliasat in thefirst row, eyes closed and lips moving. Why did
they not allow her to speak, | wondered, since obvioudy she knew the
holy writingsaswell ashe?

"They have defiled thy holy temple; they have laid Jerusalem
in ruins. They have given the bodies of thy servants to the birds of
theair for food ..."

Ashe continued | reflected on the appropriateness of the words,
which had been written, so | wastold, by one of the ancient Jewish

kings.

"We have become a taunt to our neighbours, mocked and
derided by those round about us..."

Apparently those who served the god of the Jews had dways
hed difficulty in getting dong with their neighbours. Wasit because they
were wrong, or because, asthey believed, they were ahead of their
time? | had suggested that since the Christians did not believe in our
gods, it could do no harm for them to go through the motions of making
an offering, but Vitdliareacted with horror. | redized then that the
Chrigians did believein the gods, and considered them evil. | did not
understand her reasoning, but | had to admire her integrity.

"... let thy compassion come speedily to meet us, for we are
brought very low. Help us, O God of our salvation, for the glory of
thy name..."

For the past few minutes | had been aware of a distant murmur.
AsNathaniel paused, it grew louder-the sound of many feet and many
voices. The Chrigtians heard it too.

Softly, one of the women began to Sing-



"Theeternd giftsof Chrigt theKing,
The martyrs glorious deedswe sing;
And al, with hearts of gladness, raise
Due hymns of thankful loveand praise..."

I caught Philip's eye and nodded, and he got up and went through
the house towards the door.

Then we heard a heavy banging, and even Nathaniel'svoice
falled. Some of the women were weeping, but others sat straight with
burning eyes, asif hoping for martyrdom. And they continued to Sing.

"They braved the terrors of thetime,
No torment shook ther faith sublime;
Soon, holy death brought peace and rest
And light eternd with the blest.”

| roseto my feet. "Do not be afraid. | will go out to them."

When | got to the door, Philip had it open, confronting the
crowd. | stepped past them, and as the first man opened hislipsto
speak, stared him down.

"l am Julia CodiaHelena. For twenty years | was the wife of
Congtantiuswho is now your Caesar, the mother of hisfirst-born son.
And | promiseyov, it ishiswrath that you will fed if you dareto invade
my homel"

Behind me, the Chridianswere fill Snging-

"Redeemer, hear us of thy love,
That, with thy martyr host above,
Thy servants, too may find aplace,
And reign forever through thy grace."



"Oh Lady!" the leader shook his head, and | saw that he was
laughing. Now | could seethat many of thosein the crowd had
garlands on their heads, or carried wineskins, and | began to redlize
that the fervent soulswho were singing behind me were going to be
frudtrated in their desire for martyrdom.

"That was never our intention! In the name of Jupiter and Apallo,
we are not bent on daughter, but celebration! Have you not heard the
news? Diocletian and Maximian have abdicated, and your Congtantius
isnow Augustud™

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
AD 305-306

In my dream | was walking with Constantius dong the banks of a
river. | could not tdll if it was the Rhenus or the Tamesis, for the sky
wasadim, featureless grey. It hardly mattered, since my beloved was
with me. His features were shadowed, but my body knew the strong
grip of hishand. It was unexpectedly sweet, after so many yearsin
which | had denied even my memories, to have his companionship.

"Where are you taking me?" | asked.
"To seemeoff on my journey-"

"Not again!" | stopped, trying to hold him, but his steady
progress drew me on. "Please, do not leave me again!”

"Thistime," hetold me, "itisonly by leaving you that | can be
with you once more.”



"Isnight faling?' | asked through my tears.
"No, my beloved, look-it isthe morning!"

I blinked, for hisface was growing more radiant as the sun rose
abovethe horizon. And then hewasal light, dipping through my fingers
as | reached out to embrace the dawn...

Light blazed through my eyelids, and someone was banging on
the door. | struggled free of the bedclothes, rubbing my eyes asthe
ordinary redlity of my bedchamber, frescoed with scenes of the nymphs
of wood and fountain, replaced the misty radiance of my dream. It
could not be danger-though Viteliawas il living with me, inanew
wing we had built onto the house where no one had ever honoured the
gods. Since Congtantius became Augustus, even the pretence of
Christian persecution had ceased. But spring sunlight was flooding
through the windows. Clearly | was going to get no more deep, and it
wastimeto start the day.

Asl pulled off my deeping shift and began to wash from the
basin | could hear voices below. My hair showed afew threads of
dlver at thetemples, but | fill walked everywhere instead of taking the
carriage or achair, and my body was firm. Hrodlind appeared in the
doorway, and seeing that | was up, hurried to set out afresh shift and
one of my finer tunicas, the saffron silk with embroideries of wheet
sheaves around the hem.

When she saw the surprise on my face she grinned. "You have a
vigtor, Migtress. Y ou will want to look your best today!"

| considered forcing the truth out of her, but apparently it was not
somedisaster. | held out my armsfor her to pin the gown without a
word, suppressing asmile a her expression. She had not expected me
togiveinsoeadly.



By thetime| approached the dining room, settling a palaof
light-weight, creamy wool across my shoulders againgt the early
morning chill, I could smell the tantalizing aroma.of nut custard, which
Brasiliaused to make as a holiday mea when Constantine was a boy.
And with that, | stopped short, understanding who, beyond al hope or
expectation, my vistor must be.

My heart pounded in my breast and | took a deep bresath,
grateful for the sense of amell which isthe key to memory, and which
had given me thiswarning. Congtantine could not be bringing bad news,
| thought, or the servants would not have been so cheerful. | waited a
little longer, summoning up the courage to face this son whom | had not
seen since he had been home for avist when he was eighteen years
old. He had written, of course, but guardedly, asif he suspected his
letters were being intercepted. | no longer knew where his heart lay,
and | wondered if the intervening thirteen years had changed him more
than they had me.

Then | rearranged my palaand made my entrance into the dining
room.

A drange officer was gitting by the window, positioned where his
moulded bronze cuirass would catch the morning sun. At least he had
had the courtesy to remove his helmet. | noted thefair hair, worn rather
long with ahint of curl, and my view of him doubled suddenly into the
image of astranger and the recognition that this was Congtantine. He
had opened the window, and was looking out at the birds splashing in
the bath | had set up for them in the atrium, and had not heard me
comein.

For amoment longer | indulged mysdf with thesight of him. A
long-deeved tunic of white wool edged with crimson showed beneath
the armour, and well-worn breeches of tan suede. In fact the entire
outfit, though it was of the best qudity, showed the effects of long use.
Perhaps Constantine had not intended to show off, but had come to me



in hisarmour because he had nothing el se decent to wear. But | mugt, |
thought then, dlow him hispride.

"Uniform becomesyou, my son,” | said softly.

He turned swiftly and jumped to hisfeet, surprise changing swiftly
tojoy that lit hisface asif the sun had risen in the room. In the next
moment | was being crushed in ahard embrace, held away so that he
could look into my face, and hugged again.

"| trust that cuirassis more comfortable from theinsde.” | smiled
ruefully when helet me go, rubbing my flesh where the edges of the
armour had dug in.

"One becomes accustomed,” he said absently, still holding my
hand. After amoment | felt myself flushing benegth that intense gaze.
"Oh, my mother, do you know how often | have dreamed of this day?
And you have not changed a al!"

That was hot so, | thought, smiling back at him. Wasthe image
he had of me so strong that he could not see what | looked like, or was
it that most of my changeswereinsgde?

"Sit down, and let Brasilia bring in the breskfast she has been
cooking for you," | said at last. "What are you doing here, and how
long can you Stay?"'

"Oneday only," he said, answering the last question as he sat
down. The chair creaked beneath hisweight, for he had grown astall
and big-boned as my own father, everything about him just alittle larger
and more solid than other men. Surely, | thought with satisfaction,
watching him, he is worthy to be the Child of Prophecy!

"Father gave me specia permission to land here instead of at
Eburacum, and tomorrow | must be on my way north to rgjoin my



legion. The Fictswill not wait on my pleasure.”

| felt my heart pound suddenly in my breast. Congtantiuswasin
Britannial | suppose | should have expected it. After severd years of
peace, the wild tribes of the north were trying once more to break the
border, and in severd placesthey had overwhelmed the troops
gtationed on the Wall. It was the responsibility of the ruler of the West
to defend Britannia

| shook my head, trying to deny the sudden, traitorous wish that
Congtantius had come with his son to Londinium.

"But how do you cometo be here at dl?1 thought you were
serving in the East with Gaerius"

Congtantine's face grew dark, but clearly, he had learned to
control histemper. If he had not, | told myself, no doubt he would not
have lived long enough to be gtting in my dining room now.

"Oh, | was" hesaid grimly. "I was on that dreadful march across
the plain east of Carrhag, the one that killed Crassus and ten legions
two hundred years ago. Scarcely atithe of our men made it home again
from that campaign. | was surprised Gaerius himsdlf survived
Diocletian's wrath when we reached Antiochia-did you know he had to
walk for amile behind Diocletian's chariot?'

| shook my head. | was glad now that | had not even known my
sonwasinvolved in that disagter.

"Y ou did not write to me about this."
Congtantine lifted an eyebrow, ahabit | recognized as my own.

"My dear mother, my father is an honourable man, and there has
aways been trust between him and Maximian. Things are quite



otherwise in the eastern part of the Empire. Even when | servedin
Diocletian's household, one of hisfreedmen read our mail, and Galerius
had even less reason to trust me."

| Sighed, redlizing that my own letters, perhapsin responseto the
restraint in his, had over the years become increasingly perfunctory,
with the result that neither of usredly knew the other at dll.

Drusillabrought in the porridge and Congtantine rose to embrace
her. There were tearsin her eye when helet her go again.

"Did you go with him on the second campaign aswell?' | asked
when he had eaten a little.

"By that time | was serving in his bodyguard. | haveto say that
Galeriuslearnsfrom his mistakes. The Emperor gave him an army of
[lyrian veterans and Gothic auxiliaries, and we took the northern route,
through the mountains of Armeniawhere the people were our friends. |
will dso admit that the man has courage-he scouted the enemy camp
by night with only two men to guard him, and led the charge when we
overran them. That day, there was enough glory for everyone. Narses
was put to flight, and the treaty wefinally made bidsfair to secure our
eastern bordersfor at least ageneration.”

"Gaderius must have appreciated you, to keep you in hisguard.” |
Set down my own spoon.

Congantine grinned. "Oh, | can fight. | will not tell you about my
narrow escapes-they would only frighten you-but | know the gods
protect me, for I came through both campaigns with scarcely a scratch.
Stll, | think Galerius wanted me close so he could keep an eye on me.
He thinks he will outlive Father, and be supreme, and | am athresat to
hisplans." Abruptly hisgaze grew grim. "How much news about the
abdication did they release to the provinces, Mother?"



| looked at him in surprise. "Only that it had taken place, and two
men I've never heard of were appointed as Caesars."

"Ga erius made those choices," Congtantine said through tiff lips.
"I don't know what pressure he put on Diocletian to do it-perhaps he
threatened civil war. Do you know, the mint at Alexandriahad actudly
minted a coin with my name on it? | wasready to ask Maximian if he
would set adate for my wedding to his daughter Fausta, who was
betrothed to me when Father was made Caesar, and isfindly of age.
Everyone was sure the choice was going to fal on Maximian'sson
Maxentius and on me.

"We stood waiting on that damned hill, benesth the column of
Jupiter, and Diocletian tottered to hisfeet and complained about how
frail he was becoming and that he was seeking rest after hislabours,
and so my father and Galerius would become the Augustii, and to assst
them he was gppointing Maximus Daia and Severus as Caesars!

People were whispering, wondering if | had changed my name, until
Gderius shoved me aside and pulled out Daia, the son of hissigter!™

"Some have said it isjust because you and Maxentius are the
sons of emperorsthat you were passed over, to avoid establishing a
hereditary monarchy,” | said mildly.

Congtantine swallowed an oath. "1 could name you adozen men
who would have been more worthy of the honour! Men | would have
been proud to serve. Severusis Gaeriuss best friend and neither he
nor Daiahas ever commanded anything bigger than a detachment.
Gaerius does not want colleagues, but servants, and dl Diocletian
wantsis peace and quiet so that he can continue to believe he saved the
Empire" he said furioudy. " Gaerius was agood servant, but by the
gods, hewill make apoor master. Heis continuing to harassthe
Chrigiansin his dominions, when clearly the persecution hasfailed.”

| took a deep breath. "I am surprised he let you go.”



Congtantine began to laugh. "So was he! Father had written to
him, pleading ill-hedth and requesting my presence. Gaeriustook his
time about replying, and it is amazing how accident-prone | became
thereafter. My patrols were ambushed, the beaters who were
supposed to hold a boar we were hunting somehow failed, footpads
attacked me outside ataverna. Things got so bad | bought adaveto
taste my food."

I bit my lip. No useto ask why he had not written to tell me of his
danger-the letter would never have arrived. But every morning since he
hed left me | had prayed for his safety when | made my daily offering.

"Findly, Gaeriusgave me his permission,” Congtantine continued.
"Thiswas at the end of the day, and he obvioudy expected meto leave
the next morning. But by that time | waswondering if | would live that
long. | got afriend in the clerk's office to frank the passfor the
post-horses and did my best not only to out-run pursuit but warning,
especidly oncel wastraveling through country Severus holds.” He
grinned wolfishly, then gpplied himsdf to hisfood.

| sat back with along sigh, reviewing hisstory as| waited for my
heartbest to dow.

"And so0 you cameto your father," | said presently. "Wasit a
ruse, when he said he wanted you because hewasill ?*

Congtantine sat back with afrown. "Well, | don't know. He says
S0, but he grows short of breath easily, and he doesn't look well. That
isthe other reason | ingsted on coming to you now. Hewill not alow
the physiciansto examine him, and | thought that perhaps you-"

| shook my head. "My darling, that right belongs to another
womean. It would only bring pain to both of usif | went to your father



My son'sfrown grew deeper, and | realized that despite, or
perhaps even because, he had for so long had to act the part of aloya
subordinate, he didiked not getting his own way. But amother has
certain advantages. | met hisgrey stare, and in the end it was he who
looked away.

After that, things grew easier, and when he had finished egting, |
showed him my house and introduced him to Vitdlia, and thenarmin
arm, we made acircuit of the town. Constantine did most of the talking,
and | ddighted to rediscover this glorious young man whom the gods
had made my son. By the time we returned to Brasilias most lavish
dinner, night wasfaling. And thistime, Congtantine waited until morning
before he set out once more.

That summer | followed the military newswith moreinterest than
| had since the dayswhen | was an army wifein Damatia, and the
garrison in Londinium, who had been mightily impressed by
Congantine, kept me supplied with news. Asclepiodotus, the prefect
who had served Constantius so well in the campaign against Allectus,
was once again second-in-command of hisarmy. | remembered him as
an earnest young officer when we had been stationed in Srmium.

The man who had been my husband had dways been able to
ingpire devation. |, after al, had followed him from Avalon. And
Congantine dtill idolized hisfather. If Galerius had made Congtantine
Caesar, my son would have supported him as he did hisfather. Asit
was, the Eastern Augustus had made two important enemies.

The troops Constantius brought from Germaniahad landed at
Eburacum and joined with sdlected detachments from the garrisonson
the Wall. Asthe spring turned to summer, they pressed north through
the territory of the VVotadini, following an ever-retregting enemy dl the
way past the Bodotriato the vicinity of Mons Graupius, where Tacitus
had defeated their ancestors alittle over two centuries before. And
there, the reportstold us, the Emperor had won a grest victory.



This newswas proclaimed from the forum and posted on the
gates of the Governor's paace. The priestess of Bast, who was one of
those to whom | had introduced Constantine, offered her
congratulations. | thanked her, but despite the genera rgjoicing | found
myself uneasy, and continued to the Temple of ISisto make an offering.

The goddess in the shrine was portrayed in the Roman fashion,
with acrown of wheat and flowers surmounted by a crescent moon,
and flowing draperies. The sounds of commerce outside seemed to
fade as| cast frankincense upon the glowing codsin the brazier before
the dtar.

"Goddess," | whispered, "for the sake of your son Horus, the
mighty warrior who isthe Hawk of the Sun, watch over my child and
bring him safely home." | waited for amoment, contemplating the play
of lamplight on the marble features, and then cast a second handful on
the coals. "And watch over the Emperor also, as you watched over

Any citizen might make offerings on behaf of the Emperor, but |
no longer had the right to pray for him as my husband, and evenif |
had, the fiddlity of ISisisremembered because Osrisdied. | went
home, but found mysdlf ill uneasy. Still, the reports continued to be
pogitive. | am becoming an old woman, | told mysdf. Thereisno
reason to worry so...

At theend of June, | received aletter from Congtantine.

"My father collapsed on the way back from Alba. Heis up
again now and we have reached Eburacum, but he seems often to
bein pain. The physicians will say little, and | am afraid for him.
Please come. He is asking for you..."

Congtantine had sent an order for post-horses. Travelling by
carriage and changing horses at each government mansio, it took alittle



over week for meto travel north to Eburacum. A fifty-five-year-old
body was not meant for thiskind of travel. By thetime | reached the
fortress, | was bruised and exhausted by the constant sway and jolt of
the carriage, but though the word of the Emperor'sillness had spread
through the countryside and | saw many worried faces, at each stop |
wastold that Congtantius till lived, and so hope sustained me through

my journey.

| was realizing now that the sorrow of our separation had been
eased alittle by the knowledge that Congtantius still walked the world.
Andyet, as| travelled, | could not keep from remembering theimage
of 19s sorrowing for her husband. Even the gods lost those they loved,
sowhy should | think myself immune?

Word of my coming had run ahead of me. Congtantine came out
of the presidium as we rumbled through the gate, and when the carriage
halted, lifted me out. For afew moments| clung to him, drawing

drength.

"How ishe?' | asked, when | could stand alone.

"Each day heingsts on getting dressed and attemptingto do a
littlework. But hetiresvery easily. | told him that you were coming,
and each hour, it seems, he has asked where | think you are now.” He
managed asmile. "But we persuaded him to liedown alittle while ago
and heisdeeping.”

He escorted meinto the building and showed me the chamber
they had set aside for me and the dave girl who would attend me.
When | had washed and changed my gown | found Constantine waiting
in the adjoining room where atable with wine and honey-cakes was
lad.

"And how areyou?' | asked, noting the dark smudges benegth
hiseyes. Physicdly, | might be the more exhausted, but he was



suffering too.

"Itisstrange. When | gointo battle | fedl no fear. But thisisan
enemy | cannot confront, and | am afraid.”

Itistrue, | thought sadly, even the strength of a young man
who does not believe he can die is helpless against some enemies.

"l remember,” he said dowly, not meeting my eyes, "fromwhen |
wasachild... you can do strange things sometimes. Y ou must help
him, mother, or we arelogt."

"Did you cdl me here as your mother, or asapriestess?'

Helooked up, and for amoment | thought he was going to
crouch against me with his head upon my breast as he had when he
wasalittle child.

"1 need my mother, but my father needsthe priestess.”

"Thenitisasapriestessthat | answer you. | will dowhat | can,
Con, but you must understand that thereisanaturd rhythm to our lives
that not even the gods can deny."

"Then they are evil gods" muttered Congtantine.

"My heart cries out againgt thisasloudly asyours, but it may be
that al 1 will beabletodoisto help himlet go."

The chair scraped loudly as he stood up and gripped my hand.
"Come-" He pulled meto my feet, and scarcely waiting for meto wrap
my pallaaround me, drew me from the room.

"He tirred amoment ago," said the physician on watch aswe
appeared in the doorway. "I think he will wake soon.”



The Emperor lay on hisbed, hisupper body raised on pillows. |
paused, making an effort to pull mysdf together. Congtantine wasright.
The wife and mother would dissolve in tears, seeing her beloved lie so
dtill. It was the priestess that was needed now.

| came to the bedside and stretched out my hands above
Congtantius's body, extending my awarenessto sense the energy flow.
Above the head and brow the life-force ill flowed strongly, but the
auraabove his chest flickered weakly, and lower down, though it was
steady, it was not strong. | bent closeto listen to his breathing, and
could hear the rasp of congestion insde.

"Does he have fever?' | did not think so, for his skin was not
flushed, but abnormally pale; however, | had hoped it might be, for the
lung-fever, though serious, was something | knew how to fight. The
physician shook his head, and | Sghed. "The heart, then?'

"I have made up an infusion of foxglove, for wheniit panshim,”
sad the physician.

"That iswell, but perhaps there is something we can do to
strengthen him. Do you have atrustworthy man you can send for the
following herbs?' Ashe nodded, | began to dictate my list: motherwort
and hawthorn, nettle and garlic, and Constantine's grim look eased.

Then the man on the bed gtirred and sighed, and | kndlt beside
him, chafing his cool hands between my own.

Eyestill closed, Congtantius smiled." Ah, the goddessreturns...'

"The Goddess was aways with you, but now | am hereaswell."
With an effort | kept my voice firm. "What have you been doing to
yoursdlf, to get in such agate? Isit not the place of the Augustusto st
in his pdace and leave the fighting to younger men?"



"1 have not even opened my eyes, and sheisscolding me!™ he
sad, but intruth | think he was not yet certain | wasred.

"Perhapsthiswill take the sting avay," | leaned over to kisshis
lips, and as | released him, he looked up a me.

"1 have missed you," he said smply, and read my answer in my
eyes.

Throughout the week that followed, | dosed Congtantius with my
potions, but though Congtantine talked loudly of hisimprovement, |
began to suspect that he had used up the strength that remained to him
inholding on until | arrived. Congtantine and | took it in turnsto sit with
him, holding his hand as he rested, or speaking of the years we had

spent apart.

Oneday, as| bathed him, | noticed alivid scar up the side of one
thigh and asked when he had risked himself so foolishly.

"Ah, that wasin Gdlia, three summersago, and | assureyou | did
not intend to run into such danger!”

Three years, | thought, and the scar was till red and angry. It
hed not healed quickly or well, asign that hiscirculation wasfailing
even then. | could have given him medicinesto strengthen hisheart, if |
had known. But perhapsit would not have mattered. It was not
Theodorawho was my rival. Congtantius had given his heart to the
Empire before he ever offered it to me.

July was drawing on, and even in Eburacum the days were warm.
We opened thewindowsto let in fresh air and covered the sick man
with alight woollen cloth, and the chirring of the crickets blended with
the rasp of hisbreathing.

One afternoon when | was done with him in the room



Congtantius woke from abrief deegp and called my name.
"l am here, my dearest,” | took his hand.

"Helena... | fed that thisisone battle | am not going to win. The
sun shines brightly, but heisdeclining, and soam I. | have done most of
what | set out to do in thisworld, but | fear for the Empire, at the
mercy of Gaeriusand his puppet Caesars.”

"No doubt Augustus thought the same, but Rome till stands,” |
told him. "Her safety, in the end, depends on the gods, not you."

"| suppose you are right-when an Emperor receivesdivine
honours, it becomes hard to tell the difference, sometimes. But the gods
do not die. Tell me, my Lady, can this body hed ?"

For amoment | stared a him, blinking back tears. His gaze was
clear and direct, and there had aways been truth between us. | could
not deny it to him now.

"It hasbeen long since | sudied the artsof hedling,” | said findly.
"But each day you spend moretimein deep. The life-forcein your
body sinkslower. If it continuesto do o, | think you may stay with us
awesk, but no more."

Agtonishingly, hisface brightened. "That ismore than | have been
ableto make my physicianssay. A good genera needs as much
accurate information to plan an orderly retreat as he does when he
seeksvictory."

| would not have thought of it that way, and despite my tears|
returned hissmile.

"Constantine asked you to hea me, but now | ask you aharder
thing, my beloved priestess. | have spent too much of my lifeintrying to



stay dive on battlefields, and it ishard to let go. Now you must teach
me how to die."

"l can only do thisif | become wholly the priestess, and when |
do so, the woman who loves you will not be here."

He nodded. "I understand. When | led Congtantine in battle, it
was the Emperor, not the father, who ordered him into danger. But we
have alittle time, my darling. Be my beloved Helenatoday, and we will
feast on our memories.”

| squeezed hishand. "I remember thefirst time |l saw you, ina
visgon that came to mewhen | was only thirteen yearsold. Y ou shone
like the sun, and you do so till."

"Even now, when my hair hasfaded and my strength isgone?' he
teased.

"A winter sun, perhaps, but you light the world for medl the
same," | assured him.

"Thefirs timel saw you, you looked like awet kitten," he said
then, and | laughed.

We spent the rest of that day in talk, replaying our every meeting
in the gentle light of memory. For atime Congtantine sat with us, but it
was clear that this was something in which he had only a peripherd
part, and he went away to rest before hiswatch. When | went to my
bedchamber that night | wept for along time, knowing that this hed
been our farewdl.

Inthe morning, | came to Constantius robed in blue and wrapped
intheinvisble mgesty of apriestess. When he opened hiseyeshe
recognized the difference immediately. Others responded to the change
without understanding, except for Constantine, who gazed at mewith a



child's panic a theloss of the familiar mother he thought he knew.

You are an adult now, I tried to tell him with my steady gaze.
You must learn to see your parents as fellow travellers upon Life's
road. But | supposeit was not surprising that he ftill saw uswith a
child'seye, having been separated from uswhen hewas only thirteen
yearsold.

"Lady, | sduteyou,” said Congtantiusin alow voice. "What have
you to teach me about the Mysteries?!

"All men who are born of woman must one day cometo life's
ending," | murmured, "and the time is coming now for you. Soul to soul,
you must listen, and not alow yoursdlf to be distracted. Y our body has
served you well, and become worn out in that service. Y ou must make
ready now to releaseit, to depart fromit, to rise from the realm of the
tangible, which is subject to change and decay, to that place where all
isLight, and the true and eterna natures of al thingsarereveded..."

It had been many years since | had learned these words, and |
had spoken them only once, when the other novicesand | took turnsto
read them to an old priestesswho was dying; but now need caled them
forth, complete and perfect.

Throughout that day | repested the instructions, explaining how
the body would become aweight too heavy to be moved, and dll
sensation would disappear. When that happens, the soul must be ready
towill itself upward and out through the crown of the head, seeking its
union with the Source of All. The cares of the world and affection for
those one has loved conspire to drag the spirit back again, but it is
necessary to be steadfast in determination to leave them behind.

"Y ou will passthrough along, dark tunnel, as once you were
forced from the darkness of the wornb. Thisisthejourney of your birth
inthe spirit, and at the end of it you will emerge, not into thelight of



day, but into that radiance that is the true source of the sun..."

Congtantius had fallen adeep, but | continued to speak, knowing
that some part of his spirit was till ligtening. It seemed to methat the
gods meant to give him a gentle death, and from one of these deeps
there would be no waking, and the soul would depart from the body,
and at last the flesh, without aspirit to direct it, would give up as well.

By thistime it was gpparent to everyone that the Emperor was
dying. Inthecity, | wastold, the clamour of the market-place was
hushed, and incense smoked on every dtar. The people of Eburacum
had always considered Constantius to be one of their own: he had
saved them from the Picts, and they were grateful. In the fortressthe
soldiers stood guard around the Praesidium, and Crocus and his senior
warriors had crowded into the corridor outside the Emperor's
chamber, waiting with the uncomprehending patience of good hounds.

That night Constantius woke |ong enough to spesk for awhile
with Congtantine. Exhausted, | had gone to bed, but in the grey hour
before the dawn a soldier came to summon me. | dashed water on my
face, struggling to focus, but in truth, | was not surprised. | had given
Congtantius permission to depart and instruction in how to do so. There
was no reason for himto linger on.

"Heisdrifting in and out of consciousness,” whispered the
physician as| cameto the door. "And he laboursto breathe."

"Hereis Mother, cometo seeyou,” said Congtantine alittle
desperately as | eased mysalf down on the low stool beside the bed.
Congtantius struggled for bresth, choked for amoment, and then
exhded.

"Put more pillows behind him," | said, uncapping the vid of attar
of rosethat hung from achain around my neck. | saw hisnogtrilsflare,
and the next breath came more easily, and then he opened his eyes,



and hislipstwitched in an attempt a agmile.

For amoment it was enough smply for him to breathe. Then he
gathered hisforces and turned his gaze towards Congtantine.
"Remember..." hewhispered." Take care... of your mother...and your
brothers... and sgters..." Gaze focused in concentration, he drew
breath again. "Pray to the Highest God... to preservethe Empire..."

Hiseyesclosed, but hewas clearly till conscious, il struggling.
The windows were shuttered, but | could fed achangeintheair. |
gestured to one of the physicians-

"Open the windowsd!"

Asthe shutters were folded back, a pae light filled the room.
With each moment it grew stronger. The sun wasrising; on strong
men's cheeks | could seethe glistening track of tears. Moment by
moment, the face of Congtantius was growing brighter. | leaned
forwards, and clasped his hands together upon his breast.

"Theworld fadesaround you..." | whispered, "itistimeto move
intotheLight..."

His gaze turned towards me, but | was not certain what he was
looking at, for in that moment his features were transfigured by an
expression of astonished joy. "Goddess..." Theword hovered at the
edge of sound. Then his eyeswidened, unseeing, the body fought for a
last breeth and failed, and helay Hill.

For the eight days between the desth of Constantius and his
cremation, Constantine had kept to his chamber, edting little and
gpesaking to no one. For me those days passed like anightmare, in
which the memoriesthat came to me waking were worse than my
dreams. But when the eighth day cameto aclose | put on the white
garments of mourning and went out to follow my husband's body to the



pyre. Congtantine was waiting, washed and shaved and wrapped in a
snowy toga, and athough his eyes were deegp-shadowed, he had
clearly recovered his self-command. | remember that night now asa
series of images-torcheswhipping in thewind, paein the gathering
dusk, and the white marble of the new-made tomb glowing faintly in
their light. Not for Constantius aburial aong the road outsdethe
town-the magistrates of Eburacum had claimed him, and if he could no
longer protect them, in life, the honours paid to atomb in the forum
might persuade his hovering spirit to confer ablessing.

I have another image-Constantius's body, wrapped in purple and
crowned with the wreeth of gold, lying upon apyre, stacked high with
good British oak and studded with spices. | remember torchlight on the
grim faces of Asclepiodotus and Crocus, who had escorted us, and the
glitter of their armour. And Congtantine's silence, asif he had been
carved of the same marble as the tomb.

Thereisasound, awail that goes up from the populace when
Congtantine thrusts his torch between the logs. The soldierswho had
filled an entire Sde of the square are murmuring, but their discipline
holds, and asthe smoke swirls skywards, hiding the till form of the
Emperor, except for the weeping of women it becomes quiet once
more. | have seen this before, in the vison at my passageinto
womanhood, but | saw mysdlf wearing the purple, and that never
happened, so how can this be true?

| remember the pyre beginning to fall into coals asthefirst stars
pricked through the velvet pal of the sky, and the deep voice of
Asclepiodotus, telling Constantine he must speak to the people now.
Like adeepwalker, Congtantine turns, and now his eyesburn. Helifts
hisarms, and it becomes utterly ill.

"My brothers and sgters, brothers-in-arms, and fellow-children
of the Empire. My father and yoursis dead, and his soul ascendsto
heaven. We are orphaned of our protector, and who will watch over



And awall risesfrom among the women, as swiftly overwhe med
by adeep cry from the throats of many men.

"Congantine! Congtantine will protect us Congtantinus,
Impera-tor!"

Congtantine lifts his hands once more asif to quiet them, but the
shouting only grows louder, and now the soldiers surge forwards,

Crocusin the forefront, one of them bearing a purple robe, and
Asclepiodotus has my arm and is pulling me away.

| do not remember how we got back to the praesidium. But
throughout that night it seemed to me that the heavens echoed back the

Cry_

"Constantine for Imperator !"

Part 111
THE WAY TO WISDOM

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
AD 307-12

Indl theyears| had travelled about the Empire as Congtantiuss
wife, | had never beento Itdia | had yet to see Rome, but Maximian's
new city of Mediolanum, on the north Italian plain, was said to be
nearly as magnificent. Today, with the Streets newly washed by the



spring rains and every archway garlanded with flowers, | could well
believeit, asthe masters of the Empire attempted to forge yet another
dliance by the marriage of Maximian's young daughter Faustato my
son Congtantine,

They had been betrothed in the year Constantius became Caesar.
At thetime, Faustawas only an infant, and in the long yearswhen
Congtantine was hostage first to Diocletian and then to Galerius, it
would have surprised no oneif the potentia relationship had been
forgotten by everyone, including Constantine, except that | was
beginning to realize that Congtantine never forgot anything he had
claimed as hisown. | hoped that sdlf-interest would dispose him to
affection, and the fact that Fausta had grown up as hisintended wife
would incline her to respect, though it was asking a great dedl to expect
much companionship in the mating of agirl of fourteen with aman of
thirty-five.

Certainly the past nine months had been bewildering. Although
the troops, led by Crocus, had hailed Congtantine as Augustus, he had
deemed it more palitic to claim no more than the rank of Caesar when
heinformed Gderiusthat he had anew colleaguein rule. Meanwhile,
Maximian's son Maxentius had decided to follow hisexample, and
Maximian himsdf had come out of retirement to help him. They were all
cdling themsalves Augustus now.

I would have been quite content to wait at the palace, but
Congantineingsted that al hisfamily, including the half-sstersand
brothers, Theodoras children whom we had brought with us from
Treveri, should ridein the procession. And so | was seeing
Mediolanum from the vantage of atriumpha cart, garlanded and gilded
and shaded with pink silk which clashed with the purple palal wore,
though | trusted that it flattered my complexion.

From the sound of the cheers, Maximian and Congtantine, riding
together, had passed through the triumphal arch leading to themain



sguare. More cheering behind me proclaimed the advent of the bride,
riding in achariot drawn by four milk-white ponieswhich had been
fitted with wings, so that each resembled aminiature Pegasus, her face
hidden by the flame-coloured silk of her velil.

| still did not know whether Crocus's acclamation had taken
Congtantine by surprise, or if he himself had planned it. In retrogpect, it
was inevitable that Congtantius's oldest son should claim the imperium.
If he had not done o, | suppose Galerius would have made some
pre-emptive strike againgt him, and why should | blame my son for
doing what he had been conceived and born to do?

In fact, Congtantine had acted with wisdom and decision,
edtablishing himsdlf in hisfather's capitd, Treveri. So far asanyone
knew, to rule hisfather's territories was the extent of his ambition, and
now everyonewas courting him.

There were dayswhen it dl seemed like some dream. With
Congantius| could have enjoyed all this, but | had trouble believing |
belonged here, with ason | loved but hardly knew. Still, | had rented
out my house in Londinium and brought al the household to Treveri,
where Bragiliatook charge of my kitchens and Vitellia the management
of everything dse asif they had been bornto livein palaces. | missed
my students and Katiya and my other friendsin Londinium, but
Congtantine's enthusiasm was infectious. Congtantius had done his duty,
but Congtantine enjoyed the exercise of power.

My head was beginning to ache from the clamour by thetimewe
reached the palace, and | was more than ready to sit down on
something that did not move. | could see Congtantine eyeing the marble
facingsinthe hal asif he were considering copying them for his new
baslica. They were magnificent-pink and grey polished dabsladin
patterns on the lower walls and the floor. But though the building itself
was impressive, a close examination madeit clear that it had been put
back into use rather hadtily. The long tables so beautifully swathed in



brocade were plain wood, and the fittings where tapestries should have
curtained the windows were till bare.

The richly-dressed guests who sat at those tables did not seem to
notice. Crocus was there, with two of his senior officers, and arotund
little man called Ossius who was the Bishop of Corduba. Though the
wedding had been atraditiona Roman affair, Constantine had asked
the bishop to giveit hisblessng, which had no doubt pleased the
Chrigians here.

Nonetheless, once the sacrifices had been made, the omens read,
and the marriage contract signed, the feast to which we sat down was
memorable, even if thelittle bride had not yet lost her puppy fat and
was unbecomingly flushed-with excitement, | hoped, not with wine.
Fausta had fine reddish hair, to which her maids had given rather too
much curl, and grey eyes. When she grew into her looks, she might be
handsome, but for now, her cheeks full of sweetmests, she brought to
mind abright-eyed squirrdl.

During one of the bregksin the entertainment when the guests
were milling about, Congtantine made hisway to my couch.

"My darling," | gazed up a him, "you outshine your bridel" Surely
no woman had ever been blessed with such asplendid son. On this
day, dl my sufferings seemed judtified.

Congtantine grinned. His cream-coloured tunic of Eastern silk
was bordered and banded with gold that set off his burnished hair. "She
is pretty enough when sheis not laden with ornamentslike aheifer at a
fedtival. Butitistruethat sheisdill very young. Will you rule my
household, Mother, until Faustais old enough for the job?”

| pretended to think about it, but he knew | could not refuse, and
he sl zed my hand and kissed it when | smiled.



"And thereisanother request | would make of you, even dearer
to my heart," he paused, asif searching for words. "When | wasin the
East, | formed a... connection. .. with awoman named Minervina, and
two years ago she bore me ason.”

| lifted one eyebrow, understanding why he might fed unwilling to
bring up the subject, when from his point of view this Minervina's sory
sounded so much like my own.

"And what have you done with her, now that you have a
legitimate bride?' | asked tartly, and saw the betraying flush stain his
in.

"She died of afever ayear ago,” he replied with some dignity. "I
had no choice but to leave the boy with his uncle when | escaped
Galerius, but now | have sent for him. His nameis Crispus, mother.
Will you take charge of him for me?"

"Pater families” | teased him gently. ™Y ou are taking dl of your
relaives under your wing. Did you didike it so much that | was not able
to give you ssters and brothers of your own?”

For amoment he looked confused, then he gave me the sweet
gmilethat | remembered from the days when hewas aboy. A
grandchild! | was surprised a how that thought excited me.

"Never mind," | said then, "bring your littlelad to me. If he smiles
a melikethat | am surel will lovehimwdl.”

"Avial Avia! See-Boreaswill jump for me!™

| turned, smiling, asthe golden-haired boy held up the branch.
The mae greyhound puppy, one of a pair that Constantine had recently
sent to me, legpt over it, and the female, Favonia, gambolled around
them, barking.



"They are dtill young, my love-do not make them too excited,” |
warned, athough in truth it was as much the nature of apuppy tolivein
adate of excitement asit wasfor alittle boy.

Crigpus was curious about everything, and charmed everyone.
Congtantine never spoke of the boy's mother, but it was clear that she
had had the raising of the child long enough to give him a certainty that
he was|oved. Even Fausta, though she was more of an ageto be his
sgter, played with him like adoll and swore that she would adopt him
as her own.

In the three years since Crispus had cometo Treveri | had
become accustomed to the cry of 'Avia!’, 'Grandmother!" It seemed to
me sometimes during thesefirst years of Congtantine'sreign that | had
lived threelives, and the third was the happiest of all.

Inmy firgt, | had been amaiden of Avaon, struggling to survive
Ganedas hogtility and come into my own power. The second had given
methejoy of awoman'sfulfilment and the pain of awoman's passons,
but even during the years when we were gpart, like aflower forever
turning to the sun, my identity had been determined by my relationship
to Congtantius. But now my body had found anew equilibrium, no
longer at the mercy of the moon, and | had anew existence as
Empress-mother, the most unexpected identity of al.

Tiring of hisplay, Crigpus came running up to climb into my lap,
and the dogs, panting, flopped down beside us. | popped acandied fig
from the painted plate on the bench besde meinto the boy's mouth,
and cuddled him against my breest.

For thefirst timeinmy life | had no need to practise economy,
and | had servantsin plenty to do the actual work of the imperid
household. | was free to spend most of my time with Crispus, who had
al hisfather'sbrilliance, and, asit seemed to me, even more sweetness,
though that may have been the partiality of agrandmother, who can



afford to love her grandchildren more openly because their success or
failure does not so directly reflect upon her own.

“Tdl me agory about when Peater was alittle boy!" mumbled
Crisousthrough thefig.

"Well-" | thought amoment, "when he was your age, he loved
figs, just likeyou. At that timewe lived in Naissus, and we had a
neighbour who was very proud of the fig treein his garden. Now we
a0 had adog cdled Hylaswho loved fruit, and would even climb
treesto get at it. So Congtantine made amuzzle for Hylas, and very
early one morning he dropped him over thewall into the neighbour's
garden and encouraged him to climb the fig tree and knock the ripe figs
down. Then he nipped into the garden with a basket and gathered them
up and took them into the playhouse he had built in our garden to eat.”

"Did he et them dl?" asked Crigpus. "Didn't he give the doggie
even one?'

"Ohyes, and smeared fig around Hylass muzzle aswell, and
when the neighbour discovered hisloss and came over, shaking hisfist
and demanding that we punish our son, Constantine pointed to the dog
and swore by Apallo that Hylas had done the deed, which was, of
course, true. When the man didn't believe him, heinsisted on going to
thefig tree and letting Hylas climb it again, and thistime of course he
was not muzzled, and managed to grab one of the figs he had missed
before”

"What did the neighbour say?'

"Well, first he wanted usto destroy the dog, but he settled for a
promise that the anima would be prevented from ever getting into his
garden again. So we swore by Apollo aswell, and paid the man the
worth of thefigsin slver, and he went home."



"I'm glad the dog was safe,” said Crigpus. "But didn't Pater getin
trouble?'

"Oh yes, because, you see, Hylas had been trained not to climb
that wall. Congtantine thought he had been very clever, until we
explained the difference between being truthful and being honest, and
made him help our gardener dig the flowerbeds until he had worked off
the pricewe paid."

| saw the child's eyes grow round as he contempl ated the idea
that hisfather had once been less than perfect. In recent years,
Congtantine had developed a digtinct taste for splendour, and | thought
it would do Crispus no harm to redlize that his father was human too.

If I had aworry, it was the continued political turmoil as
Congtantine struggled with his competitors for supremacy. | had no red
doubtsthat he would eventualy triumph, for was he not the Child of
Prophecy? Still, | waited eagerly for my son'sletters, and finding in his
mother his safest confidante, Constantine wrote to me often.

When Crispus jumped down to go and play with the dogs some
more, | took out the latest | etter, sent from somewhere near Massilia.
After the wedding, Maximian had quarrelled with hisson and for atime
taken refuge with us. Gaerius, having failed to rectify the Stuation by
force, had made another treaty and installed aman cdled Liciniusto
replace Severus, whom Maxentius had executed.

And now Maximian, who in my opinion was showing Sgns of
senility, had seized the treasury and dug himsdlf in at Masslia, after first
having written aletter to Fausta proclaiming that soon he would be the
soleruler of the West once more.

Congtantine was at that point reviewing troops on the Rhenus,
and Fausta, who idolized him, had promptly written to inform him of
what was going on. By now, Congtantine might befighting his



father-in-law. We had received no word since this|etter, written from
the temple of Apallo a Grannum, where Congtantine had stayed three
nights before.

"Grannum was on our way, and so | took the opportunity to
sleep overnight in the shrine there. And the god gave me a dream.
Apollo himself came to me, attended by Victory, and offered me
four laurel wreaths. Perhaps you will know how to interpret this
portent better than I, but | believe that each one represents a span
of years during which | will reign. The Almighty Sun has always
favoured our family, and so | claim His protection. If Apollo gives
me victory in the coming conflict, I will inscribe "soli invicto comiti*
on my next issue of coinage in His name. Pray for me, mother,
that | have dreamed true, and will indeed gain the victory..."

A sound, like the distant murmur of treesin astorm, caught my
attention, but there was no wind-the sound was coming from the city.
The gardens attached to the palace were extensive. If | could hear
noise from the sireet beyond our gates, where the new basilicarose
abovethetrees, it had to beloud. | felt my gut tensing as| roseto my
feet, but | folded Congtantine's letter carefully and did it into the bosom
of my gown whereit bloused over the waist cord.

Crispus and the dogs were still chasing each other around the
garden. If it was good news, | told mysdlf, | could wait to hear it, and |
had no need to hurry sorrow if it was bad.

Y et it was not some dust-coated military messenger, but Fausta
who came running out of the palace asif thefurieswere a her hedls.
The cramping in my belly tightened as | saw her face contorted and her
cheeks smeared with tears.

"Mater! Mater! Hekilled himsdlf, and itismy fault!”

Abruptly my own terror eased. My son believed in his destiny



too strongly to take his own life whatever disaster might befall. | took
thegirl inmy armsand held her until her sobbing eased.

"Who, Fausta? What has happened?’

"My father-" shewailed. "They caught him & Massliaand now
heisdead, and it isal because | told Congtantine what he wrote to
rT.EII

"Y our duty wasto your husband, you know that,” | murmured,
patting her, "and Congtantine would have found out soon in any case,
and the end would have been the same." It was a very convenient
auicide, | observed slently, wondering if Maximian had been given
assgtancein expiating his crime. Gradually, Fausta's sniffles ceased.

"Mourn for your father, Fausta, for in his day he was agreat man,
and he would have hated to live until he was feeble and old. Wear
whitefor him, but do not let your eyes be red and puffy with weeping
when Congtantine comes home."

She nodded. Congtantine liked to have everyone happy around
him. | wondered sometimesif the uncertainties of his childhood had
given him thisdesire for aperfect family, or whether he smply believed
it necessary if he was properly to fulfil hisrole as Emperor.

When Congtantine was at home, it was his custom to st with me
for an hour at the end of the evening. We would speak sometimes of
the family, and sometimes of the Empire. | supposethat | wasthe only
advisor whom he could trust absolutdly, but evento me herardly
opened his mind completely. | regretted sometimes the loss of the
open-hearted boy he had been before he went to Diocletian's court,
but | knew that innocence would never have survived the dangers and
intrigues that surrounded an emperor.

| had asmadll sitting room between my bedchamber and the



gardens, with doorsthat could be opened in the heat of summer, and a
hearth in the British fashion for the days of winter and autumnd chill.
Now, at the end of summer, | sat by the firewith my spinning. The
work was no longer the necessity it had been at Avalon, but | found it
focused and calmed the mind.

"How do you make the thread so fine and even, Mother? No
matter how long | watch you, when | try the wool always bresksin my
clumsy handd" Congtantine sat with hislong legs stretched out to the
fire, his deep-set eyes half-closed as he watched the spindle turn.

"It isagood thing, then, that you were not born agirl," |
answered, catching the spindle with my foot as| paid out more wool
from the distaff and adjusted the tenson. Then adeft twist set it

spinning again.

"Ohyes" helaughed. "But the fates, who havelaid out my course
from the cradle, would not have erred in so fundamental amatter. | was
born to be Emperor.”

| raised one eyebrow. There was something alittle disturbing
about such certainty, but | could not dispute what | aso believed to be
true.

"And to father adynasty? Crispusis growing to be afinelad, but
one son isnot much of afamily. Faustais nineteen now, and ripeto be
bedded. She will get into mischief if you do not give her children.”

"Has she been complaining?' Helaughed. "Y ou areright, of
course, but I will Sre no more offspring until | can be sure of being at
home often enough to supervise their upbringing. The death of Gaerius
has upset the balance of power. | have reason to believe that Maximin
Daahas made an dliance with Maxentius. | mysdlf have beenin
communication with Licinius, who also damsthe Eadt, and offered him
the hand of my sster Congtantia.”



He gave me aquick glance, asif wondering how | would take
thismention of hishalf-sgter, but | had long ago accepted the fact that
Congtantius had asked Constantine to watch over the children of
Theodora. Her birth might have been better than mine, but it was my
son who was Emperor.

"So, thelines have been drawn. .."

"Maxentius has defaced my statues. He saysit isin responseto
my trestment of theimages of hisfather Maximian, but Maximian died a
rebel, whereas | am supposed to be Maxentius's brother-emperor. |
will haveto go againgt him, and soon, before snow closesthe Alpine
passes. It isasgood an excuse asany.”

"If therumoursthat | have heard are true, the Senate will applaud
you. He has made free with too many patrician wives and daughters,
and imposed too many taxes. But do you have the forcesto match the
men he has added to the Praetorian Guard, and the troops brought
over from Africa?'

"In quality-" he grinned whitely. "In quantity? No, but | an the
better generd. Superior numberswill not matter if they are not led well.”

"May the blessing of al the godsbewith you," | said, frowning.

Thelast of the laughter |eft hisface. "If | knew which god could
guarantee me victory | would promise him atemple-| would make his
cult first in the Empire. | must fight Maxentius, and it must be done
now, but you areright in thinking that the result will hang upon the
favour of heaven. Pray for me, Mother-you have the ear of the godd!”

"You areawaysin my thoughtsand in my prayers” | answered
when the silence threatened to go on for too long. | loved Congtantine.
Hewasthe centre of my life. But there were times when he seemed to
need more than | understood how to giveto him.



The next day he was gone, to gather hisfaithful troopsfrom the
Rhenus, | assumed, though no announcement had been made that might
warn hisenemy. Later | wasto learn that Maxentius, anticipating some
move from Constantine, had entrusted the defence of the north to
Ruricius Pompe anus, staying in Rome himsdf in case Lienius should
finish dedling with the Persansin timeto attack him. But at thetime |
was unabl e to appreciate even what news we had, for Crispus had
taken someillness from the gardener's children, and though he
recovered quickly, I, who had been nuraing him, contracted it myself.

First came the red rash, and then the fever, that seemed to burn
inmy very bones. If thiswas adisease we had in Britannia, my
upbringing on Avalon had sheltered me fromit. And as often happens
when an adult catches a childhood disease, | became far moreill than
Crispus had been.

| lay in aternating stupor and delirium as the month of October
drew to itsend. In my moments of clarity | heard the names of cities:
Segusio, Taurinorum, Mediolanum, and later, Verona, Brixia, Aquileia,
Mutina. Afterward, | wasto learn that they were the towns Congtantine
had taken. By refusing to dlow his soldiersto plunder the first of them,
he had won the swift surrender of those that followed. But | was
fighting my own battle, and as the days passed, | sensed that | was

loang.

Events around me passed like atroubled dream, but in that
in-between state in which | hovered, neither the world of humankind or
the spirit world, | sensed the tides of the seasons swinging onwards
towards Samhain, when the Britons hold that the old year ends and the
gestation of the new begins. There comes amoment, then, when a
doorway opens between the worlds and the dead return.

A good time, | thought dimly, for my own passing. | regretted
only that | had no chanceto say farewell to Congtantine. Y et it was not
my life, but an era, that was ending, though it wasto be many years



before| clearly understood the signficance of that Samhain-tide.

A day came when the fever rose once more, and my spirit, freed
from aweakening body, fared forth between the worlds. | seemed to
seetheland laid out below me, and love carried me eastwards where
my son was about to come to gripswith hisenemy. | saw agrest city
beside ariver which | knew must be Rome. But Maxentiuss forces had
crossed the Tiber upstream from the city, and weredrawn up in
formation, facing the smaller number of troopsled by Congtantine.
Winter was coming early, and in the crisp air the sun seemed to shatter,
sending arefraction across the horizon that rayed out in across of light.

Congantine'sforces charged the enemy, hisGallic cavdry
evading the more heavily armed Itdian horse and overwhelming the
lightly-armed Numidians. | could see Congtantine in his golden armour,
and his bodyguard, al with a Greek Chi Rho painted for luck upon
their shidds.

Maxentiuss Pragtorians died where they stood, and the
remainder broke and ran. The bridge cracked beneath the sudden
weight, spilling men and horsesinto the swift grey waters. The attackers
swarmed after them, repairing the damage, and by sunset they were
entering Rome.

As shadow swept acrosstheland | dso fell into darkness. The
disease had run its course, but | was dreadfully weakened. | would eat
and drink when they roused me, but most of thetime | dept.
Sometimes, haf-conscious, | would hear conversation around me.

"She grows no better," came the voice of the Greek physician.
"The Emperor must betold.”

"We dare not distract him. If Congtantine is defeated, none of our
liveswill beworth adenarius. Maxentiuswill treat us as Maximian did
the wife and daughter of Galerius" That was Vitdlia. She sounded asif



she had been weeping. | wanted to tell her that Constantine had
triumphed, but | could not make my body do my will.

"Evenif we sent amessage now, my lord could not comein
time," said Fausta. She was Maxentiuss sster, and might expect to be
gpared if he triumphed, unless he blamed her for the death of their
father. The early emperors had not hesitated to kill their own kin. Why
should | fight my way back to lifein aworld where such things could
be?

But by the next morning amessenger had come to confirm my
vison, and in the generd rgjoicing, little Crigpus dipped into my
chamber, and as he hugged me, laughing for joy at the news and
weeping to see me so thin and pale, | felt apulse of strength legp from
his strong young body to mine, and knew that the gods were not going
to take methis Samhain after all.

It was past the feast of Saturnaliawhen Congtantine returned to
Treveri. By that time | was recovering my strength, with only an
occasiona shortness of breath to remind me of my fight to breathe, but
my hair, which until now had shown only afew srands of grey, had
gonewhitein the course of my illness. | trusted that it would distract
him from noting any other changes, for | had not alowed them to tell
him how closeto death | had come.

| choseto recelve him in my gtting room, where the reflected light
from my red-painted wallswould give me ahedlthier colour. Even so, |
was glad to be sitting when he came to me, for the aura of power that
blazed out around him was like the blast of hest from aroaring fire,

"Hail Sol Invictus! You are surdly the sunin his splendour now!"
| lifted ahand, in welcome, or perhapsto ward him away, for in

that moment hewas a giant, dwarfing al eseintheroom. Later, when|
saw the gatue that he had commissioned in Rome, whose head done



wasthe height of atal man, | realized that the sculptor had sensed the
same qudity of something beyond the scde of humanity asl.

Congtantine grinned, bent to kiss me, and then began to pace
around the room, asif the power that filled him would not let him st
gtill. He did not comment on my appearance; perhaps he was till too
transfixed by hisvisonsto redly focus on the outer world.

"Oh Mother, | wish you had been there, for surely the God of
Light waswith me on that day!" He took another turn around the room
and came to my sSide once more.

"l have heard there were many signs and wonders. What
happened, Congtantine? What did you see?’

"Ohyes, now they aredl saying how my victory wasforetold,
but at the time the prophets on both sides were predicting their sides
would win. The Sibylline Books prophesied that an enemy of Rome
would perish on the day of the battle, and of course Maxentius said it
must be me, and the astrologers were muttering darkly about a
conjunction of Mars, Saturn, Jupiter and Venusin Capricorn. But | am
the Child of Prophecy, and | knew how to make even my enemies
sveme"

| gazed at him in wonder. Constantine had away's been
confident, but now he spoke with the fervour of apriest in trance.

"Maxentius had become atyrant, and Rome was bound to see
me as aliberator. He was on the bridge when it collapsed, and the
weight of hisarmour drew him down into the mud and he drowned. As
for the stars, the night before the battle | dreamed that a shining figure
showed me ascroll with the Greek |etters that the scribes use to signify
apassage that is good, and told me that was the Sign by which | should
conquer. When | woke, | told the fabricatorsto affix the Chi and Rho
to amilitary standard, and my guard, to draw the Sign on their shields,



and then the sun rose and divided in across of light, and | knew |
would have the victory. Sopater believesthat | saw Apollo, but Bishop
Ossus assures me that my vison was given by the Christos.”

"And what do you believe?' | asked him then.

"The Jewish Jesus, whom we crucified, isagod for daves,” sad
Congtantine. "But the great Father whom the Christians worship, the
King and Creator of al theworld, isthe same asthe god of the
philosophers, and worthy to be patron to an emperor. | do not think it
matters what namefolk use for Him, so long asthey recognize that One
God is supreme in the heavens and on the earth, one Emperor.”

"The Senate may have acclaimed you as senior Augustus,” |
observed gently, "but in the Eadt, Licinius il rules, and isabout to
become your brother-in-law...'

"That istrue," Congtantine frowned. "I do not know how the god
will arrange matters, but in my heart, | know that what | have said is
true. Itismy dedtiny."

"l believeyou,” | said softly, for in that moment, with the last of
the winter sunlight bathing him in agolden glow, he did indeed seem
touched by agod. And surely, after the civil disorders of the past years,
asingle strong hand on the reins of Empire would be welcome.

The prophecies of Avaon had foretold a child who would change
the world, and with every year it became clearer that Constantine was
the oneforetold. My rebellion had been vindicated. | wondered why |
gl felt that flicker of unease even as| rgoiced in my son'svictory.

The spring that followed was one of the most beautiful | could
remember, asif the entire world were celebrating Congtantine's victory.
A goodly mixture of sun and rainfall brought out the flowers and the
winter whest produced an abundant harvest.



| wasin the garden, talking with the man who took care of the
roses, when Vitelliacame running out of the palace, clutching ascrall,
her cheeks streaked with tears.

"What isit?' | cried, but as shedrew closer | could seethat her
eyeswere shining with joy.

"He has made us safe!" she exclaimed. "Y our son, blessed by
God, has preserved ugl”

"What are you talking about?" | took the piece of papyrusfrom
her hand.

"This comes from Mediolanum-the Emperors have made apolicy
regarding rligion-"

| pulled open the scroll, scanning the words that referred to the
earlier edict of toleration of Gderiusand adding to it:

"... to no one whomsoever should we deny liberty to follow
either thereligion of the Christians or any other cult which of his
own free choice he has thought to be best adapted for himself, in
order that the supreme Divinity, to whose service we render our
free obedience, may bestow upon usin all things his wonted
favour and benevolence.”

The paragraphs that followed restored to Christians the property
and freedoms that had been taken in the persecutions, stipulating that all
cults should have an equdly free and unhindered liberty of religion. No
wonder Vitdliawas weeping, | thought then. The shadow that had hung
over her and her church waslifted, and the Chrigtians might now
emergeto stand beside the followers of thetraditiond religionsin the
blessed light of anew day.

I had not seen such recognition of a Truth that lay beyond cult or



creed in dl my years among the Romans, whose gods seemed to vie
for the favour of their worshipperslike magistrates at the eections, or
the philosophers, who denounced other schools as errors, or among
the Chrigtians, who smply stated thet al other religions were wrong.

Thisrecognition of aPower inwhoselight dl faths might stand as
equals reminded me of the teachings| had learned asachild on
Avaon, and a the thought, | found my own eyesfilling with grateful
tears.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
AD 316

To st on the shore at Baiae was like being in the heart of the sun.
Light reflected with blinding intengty from the white sand that bordered
abay whose waters glittered a clear azure only a shade darker than the
blue of the sky. To achild of the north, thislight was overwhelming,
banishing every darkness not only of the body but of the soul. Asl lay
upon the couch on the terrace, set between the sea and the freshwater
bathing pool, | could fed the heet baking out the aguesthat awinter in
Rome had set in my bones.

It seemed to me that the anxieties of the past few yearswere
disspating aswell. There were ill those who chalenged my son's
authority, but he had proven himsdf abrilliant generd, and | no longer
doubted that one day he would rule supremein the Empire.

For severd yearstheimperia household had been settled in
Rome. But the grest city, which was plagued by araw chill inthe
wintertime, was just as bad in the summer, when adamp, sticky heat
blanketed the seven hills. Fausta, who was now in the last moon of her



firgt pregnancy, had complained that the heat was stifling her, and so |
had brought the imperia household here, to the paace the Emperor
Severus had built besde the Bay of Puteoli in the gulf of Negpolisfifty
years before.

Faustalay on a couch beside me, with two davesto fan her and
asunshade to protect her fair skin. But | had only a hat to shade my
eyes. To me, the heat everywherein Italiawas equaly intense, but on
the coast the air had a purity that invigorated even asit overpowered,
and 0 | spent most of my timein the sun, listening to the Sigh of the
glittering waveets on the shore.

An occasond shout of laughter came to me from the bathing
pool, where Crispus was playing with the sons of noble Roman families
who had come aong to bear him company. If | turned | could seethe
flash of their smooth young bodies, gilded by the sun. Crispuswas
fourteen now, big-boned as hisfather, with avoice that was, most of
thetime, that of aman. By the time my son turned fifteen he had
aready been at the court of Diocletian for two years. Every year that
Crispus remained with me was ablessing, asif the years during which
Congtantine had been lost to me were being restored.

Of Congantine himself | saw little. The defest of Maxentius had
meade him undisputed master of the West. Liciniuswas now his
brother-in-law, but the pact the two emperors had made did not last
long. Within two years they began a series of conflictsthat wasto
continue for adecade. Still, my son now felt secure enough to take
Faustato his bed, and at the age of twenty-three she had become
pregnant at last. She swore it would make no difference to her affection
for Crispus, and indeed, she had adopted him as her own child aswell
as Congantine's. Still, 1 could not help but wonder if her attitude might
change when she had achild of her own.

The noise from the pool crescendoed as the children began to
climb out, glistening in the strong sun. Boreas and Favonia, who lay



degping in the shade of my couch, lifted their heads to watch, feathered
talls beating gently againg the flagstones. Saves hurried forwards with
towelsto dry the boys, while others brought out trays of fruit and little
pastries and pitchers of mint-water chilled with ice brought al the way
from the Alpes and stored in adeep cdllar, wrapped in straw. Brasilia
would have snorted at such extravagance, but she had died the year
after Congtanting's great victory. | missed her plain cooking,
surrounded as | was by dl thisluxury.

Still laughing, Crispus led the othersto theterrace and | sat up,
amiling asthe dogs fawned at hisfeet. Ashe grew, he was coming to
resemble his grandfather Congtantius more and more, save that where
my beloved had been so fair of skin he burned at the dightest touch of
the sun, Crigpus had inherited his mother's complexion, and the
sunshine that bleached hishair only turned his skin adeeper gold. Save
for the towe dung over one shoulder, he was as naked as a Greek
dtatue, trained muscles rippling, as beautiful asayoung god. But heis
only a boy-I told mysdf, surreptitioudy flexing my fingersinasign
againg ill-luck, irrationaly afraid that one of those deities might hear my
thought and resent it.

I have been among the Romans too long, | told mysdf then,
for the gods of my own people were not so prone either to lust for
mortas or to jealousy. Nonetheless, Crispus was approaching that age
which in these southern lands was held to be the apogee of splendour.
Fausta was watching him with an appreciation as great asmy own, and
| found mysdlf suppressng ashiver.

"Avia, Avia! Gaius saysthat the [ake on the other sde of the hill
isthe place where Aeneas descended into the Underworld. Let's get up
aparty to go look for it. We can take alunch, and picnic on the shore,
and read passages from the Aeneid. It will be educationd.”

"Who will read them?"' Faustalaughed. "Not Lactantius!" She
tried to Sit up, but the great round of her belly prevented her, and she



held out a hand so that her maid could help her.

| smiled. The eminent rhetorician had in later life become an
ardent Chrigtian and had recently been sent by Constantine to become
his son'stutor. The Emperor had madeit clear that the Christos was
now his patron deity, and those who wished to rise a his court had
found it in their interest to become Christian too. So far he had not
insgsted on aforma commitment from hisfamily, though wewere
expected to attend those parts of the services open to the uninitiated. |
missed Vitdlia, who had gone back to Londinium to rebuild the church
therein honour of her nephew.

"Do not be so surel" retorted Crispus. "Lactantiusis agreat
admirer of Virgil, and saysthat heis one of the virtuous paganswho
predicted the coming of our Lord."

"Then | suppose hewill not forbid the expedition,” | put in. "Very
wadll. Let usplan to set out early tomorrow, so asto arrive before the
heet of the day.”

Somewhat to my surprise, Lactantius not only made no
objection, but decided to come along, ascroll of the Aeneid firmly in
his hand. Fausta remained at the palace, resting, but the old man and |
travelled in litters, while the boys rode little surefooted donkeys from
the nearby village up the winding path. A waggon full of picnic gear
brought up therear.

Eveninthe north of Itdial could find scenes that reminded me of
home, but here | knew | wasin another land, where the heated air was
fragrant with the scent of artemisiaand the perfume of the flowersthat
grew in such profusion in the rich volcanic soil. Aswe reached the top
of the hill above Baiae| caled for ahdt to rest the bearers and the
donkeys and turned to gaze out over the brilliant blue waters of the bay
to Neapolis and the perfect cone of Vesuvius beyond. Today no
smoke curled from its summit, though the dopes of Vulcan'sforum, a



half-day'sjourney away, seamed with avariety of foul smells. They
caled thisplacethe 'Fiddsof Fire, and | could sense the earth-fires
bel ow the surface, a constant reminder that nothing was eterna, even
the solid ground beneath our feet.

Then we were jolting our way down towards the round blue
mirror below. The white columns of the healing baths built on the shore
by the first emperors gleamed in the summer sunlight, but we hatedina
shady groveintheleeof ahill, and the daves began to lay out our medl.
The boyswere dready running about, dashing down to test the water,
daring each other to divein.

"Areyou surethisisredly Lake Avernus?' asked Cripusas
Lactantiusand | settled oursalvesin wicker chairs. "Look, birdsare
flying acrossit without harm, and though the water smellsalittle
dagnant, it did usno harm.”

"Virgil must have known it wasdl right," said one of the other
boys. "They say that Julius Ceasar himself visited those baths."

"Well, perhaps things were different when Rome was founded,” |
sad, amiling. "After dl, it was over eight hundred years ago. And thisis
bright summer, remember. In the winter, with astorm coming on, this
place might look much more menacing.”

"But whereisthe ‘wide-mouthed cavern' of which Virgil telsus?'
asked Crispus.

" Perhaps there was once a chasm which has now closed,”
answered Lactantius, "for they say that thisisaland of changes.” He
stretched out one arm in the pose of an orator. Even in this heat he
woreal long robe, and with hiswhite beard flowing over his chest,
looked the part of an ancient sage as he unrolled the scroll and began
tointone:



"There was awide-mouthed cavern, deep and vast and rugged,
sheltered by a shadowed lake and darkened groves; such vapour
poured from these black jaws to heaven's vault; no bird could fly above
unharmed ..."

"And when the ground begins to shake, it was an earthquake and
not Hecate coming at dl?" asked Crispus.

Lactantius nodded, smiling. " Such evil spirits are no more than
dreams and del usions, made demonic by men'sfears. When the earth
shakes, it isby the will of the Lord God who madeit, but it was
necessary that Aeneas, who lived long before the light of the Christos
cameinto theworld, should beled to found Rome."

"Yet Virgil himsdf wasapagan,” | observed.

"Hewas" answered Lactantius, "but so noblein soul that the light
of God was ableto reach him, asit did so many of our greatest poets,
men of the highest genius. Senecaand Maro and Cicero, of our own
Roman writers, and Plato and Arigtotle and Thaes and many another
among the Greeks, dl touch upon the truth at times, and only the
custom of their times, which inssted that God was not One, but many,
caused them to continue to honour false gods."

"If there was a chasm here, perhapsit closed when Christ was
born," said young Gaius, whose father was one of the few senators
who had converted wholeheartedly to the new religion.

"Indeed, it might be s0," said Lactantius approvingly.

By thistime, the food was ready and the boys, who were at that
age when amed was awayswelcome, were attacking it with their
usual gusto. In addition to the hard breads and olives and cheeses, the
cooks had included a crock of the seafood stew that was a speciaty of
Baiae, featuring various shellfish cooked with sea nettles and spices. |



eyed it dubioudy, but the cooks had packed it with snow from the
celars, and it seemed to be good.

"What isthe temple whose dome | see shining above those
trees?' | pointed towards the top of the hill behind us.

"It isthe Temple of Apollo that crownsthe hill of Cumae,”
answered one of the daves.

"Cumae!" exclaimed Lactantius, gazing upward with interest. "But
of course, it would be, for the Sibyl gave her oracle to Aeneasfrom her
cave and then led him down to the lake to enter the Underworld."

"Isthere ftill aseeressthere?’ | asked, remembering how Heron
had prophesied the coming of Congtantius and wondering, with a
remnant of professond curiosity, how the oracle was conducted here.

"Ohno," replied Lactantius. "Have you never heard thetae? In
thetime of Tarquin, the last king of Rome, the seventh seeress of
Cumeae brought to him nine books of prophecy. When he, considering
her mad, refused to pay her price she burned three of them, and then
another three, and then at last the king bought the remaining three for
the price she had originally asked for al of them. And after that the
words of other sbylswere collected from dl the cities of Italiaand
Graecia, expecidly those of Erythraea, and the leaders of Rome have
been guided by them from that day to this"

"So thereis no shyl resident at the shrine of Cumae?"
"No, Noble One," replied the dave. "Only the priestesswho
tends the temple of Apoallo. But the cavein which the sbyl gave her

oraclesisthere ill."

"l should liketo seeit,” | said then, "if the bearers havefinished
their medl." Cunoarda, thelittle Alban girl who had become my maid



after | freed Hrodlind, went off to the water's edge where the daves
were edting, and returned with the eight strong Germanswhom
Congtantine had given to me. Her red hair reminded me of Dierna, the
little cousin | had loved so long ago.

"It should be safe enough,” Lactantius said serioudy. "Thereisno
wind, and the demon Apollo will be till. And perhapsthe spirit of the
Sibyl who proclaimed the unity of God will spegk to you. | will say to
watch over the boys.”

| refrained from raising an eyebrow. After so many years, the
crescent of Avaon had nearly faded from my brow, and | had no wish
to explain to the old man why | did not fear the voice of the daimon of
Cumae, whether it werethat of aspirit or agod. Lactantius had never
guestioned me about my faith, but he knew that | was not a
communicant of his church, and Crispus had confided to methat his
tutor worried about the state of my soul.

| have never resented the prayers of anyone who wished mewell,
no matter what god he prayed to, and Lactantiuswas akindly soul, as
wdl asalearned one. If my grandson must be tutored by a Chrigtian,
he was fortunate to have the old man.

An hour of travel brought usto abare cliff of golden sandstone,
pierced by a shadowed tunnel that was the entrance to Cumae.

"Do not tel themwho | am," | cautioned Cunoarda as she helped
me to descend from thelitter. "Say to the doorkeeper that | am a
widow from Gdliacdled Julia, and will make an offering if they will
show methe Sbyl'scave."

| sat down on abench beneath an oak tree, glad that we were
now high enough to catch the sea breeze, and watched the sunlight
glisten on the girl's russet braid as she made her way to the gate. When
ghe returned she was smiling.



"They have sent for the priestess of Apollo hersdf to guideyou. |
think they no longer get many visitorsto the shrine.”

A few moments later amiddle-aged woman in awhite tunica
emerged from the tunnel. As she drew closer | could seethat her gown
was growing threadbare, but it was scrupuloudly clean.

"Holy One, | will offer this golden bracelet to the god in the name
of my husband, who honoured Him, but my deepest interest isin the
cave of the Sibyl. Can you take me there?' | had not brought a purse
with me, but the heavy cuff bracelet | was wearing had enough goldiniit
to feed thiswoman for sometime.

"Of course, domina. Comethisway." The priestessturned
towards the cool shadows of the tunnel and | followed her, Cunoarda
at my heds. Aswe emerged into the light, she pulled the gauze vell up
over her head and | did the same.

Before me was a court paved with worn sandstones, and a plinth
bearing a gtatue of the Sibyl, arms uplifted, with wildly waving hair.

"When Aenesas came here, he called upon the oracle. The Sibyl
was standing there, before the doors, when the power of the god came
upon her suddenly,” said the priestess. She pointed to an oddly-shaped
door inthe sde of the hill, like an e ongated triangle from which
someone had cropped the point.

"She seemed taller,” the priestess went on, "and her voice
boomed. It isthe nature of a human to resist when such power triesto
take possession-they say the Sibyl rushed to and fro like afrightened
mare, until the god overwhelmed her. And then, they say, His power
rushed through the cave like agreat wind, and dl its doors were flung
open, carrying her wordsto the waiting men.”

"A hundred gates, wasit not, in Virgil?' | asked.



"There are not so many asthat, but there are openings al the
way," sad thewoman, smiling. "Come, and you will see”

Shelifted the bar, touched adiver of wood to the lamp that was
kept burning by the entrance, used it to light atorch, and pulled back
the door. Now | could see that thiswas no natural cave, but a passage
carved into the solid stone. To the right a series of bays had been cut
through to the doping surface of the hill. A littlelight filtered through
their shuttered openings.

To theleft along trough ran dong the Side of the passage,
through which water flowed. Aswe moved forwards theflickering
torchlight glittered on the water and sent strange shadows dancing
aong the dusty floor. After the bright hest outside, the air here seemed
damp and cool and very ill.

Apollo might not be present, | thought as| followed, but | sensed
power of another kind waiting within the slent stone. Wasit indeed
Apollo who had once spoken through the oracle here, | wondered
then, or had Virgil, writing five hundred years after the last of the sibyls
of Cumae had departed, smply assumed she served the god who had
taken over most of the other oraclesin the Mediterranean world?|
reached out with senses|ong unused, wondering if the force that had
once dwelt here retained enough coherence to respond.

Between one breath and another, | fet the familiar dip and shift of
consciousness that signalled the approach of trance. Cunoardatook my
elbow as| stumbled, but | shook my head and pointed towards the
dark bay at the tunnel's end.

"Y es, that iswhere the Sibyl is said to have sat when she gave
her answers," the priestess said then. "We do not know what sort of a
seat she had, but we have aways kept atripod there, asthey have at
Ddphi."



| was moving fowards on feet that scarcely felt the ground, but
the three-legged stool at the end of the passage seemed to glow with its
ownlight. The belief of centuries has made it sacred, | thought then.

"l will sit there," | said in avoicethat did not sound like my own.
| pulled off the bracelet from my other wrist and held it out to the
priestess. For amoment she was taken aback, glancing at the tripod
nervoudy, but thiswas not the temple of her god, which shewould
have been bound to defend from any possible sacrilege. It was clear
that she could not fed the power that was beginning to make my head

Soin.

Shivering, | sank down upon the three-legged stool, and the vell
dipped away, leaving my head bare. The position awakened memories
buried in my bones, my trembling became a convulsive twitch asmy
body tried to adjust to the influx of power.

"Lady, are you unwell?" cried Cunoarda, reaching out to me, but
the priestess prevented her, and that part of my mind that was still my
own noted with rdlief that though the woman was no seer, she had
enough training to recognize what was happening to me.

"Do not touch her," she cautioned, and then: "Thisisal highly
irregular. She should have told me she had the Gift, so | might take
precautions, but thereisno help for it now."

But indeed, came athought that was swiftly being pushed into the
background, | mysdf had not known thet the trance skillsinwhich |
had been trained long ago would awaken so swiftly here.

"So, daughter, will you let Mein?' came an inner voice, and
with along sigh, | relaxed into that bright darkness asinto amother's
gentlearms.

| was digtantly aware that my body had straightened, my hair



coming loosefrom its pins. My arms extended, fingersflexing asif
Someone were rediscovering the sensations of wearing flesh once
more. | was only sorry that this body, which had endured for
sxty-seven years, was al | had to offer her.

"Who are you?" whispered the priestess.

"l amtheSbyl..." my lipsmoved in answer. "'l am dwaysthe
Sibyl. In Erythraeal have spoken, and in Phrygia, in Samosand Libya
and many other holy placesin the lands of men. But it has been long, so
long, sSncetherewas anyoneto give Meavoicein thisshrine.”

"Do you speak with the voice of Apollo?' the priestess asked
suspicioudy.

"Go to your temple that stands upon the heights and open your
doorsto the wind and the sunlight and He will speak to you. But my
power comes from the depths and the darkness of earth, and the
perpetudly upwelling waters of the sacred pring. | am the Voice of
Fate. Would you seek an oracle?"

There was an uncomfortable slence, and then the Sibyl's laughter.

"Woman, you have served the gods your whole life long. Why
are you 0 surprised that a Power should speak to you? Ah well-I read
inthe mind of this old woman who carries me that many things have
changed. Rome till endures, but among her people there are some
who have abandoned their ancient gods.”

"Itisthefault of the Chrigtiand" exclaimed the priestess. "They
say that thereis only one god-"

| felt my consciousness shift once more, degpening and
expanding asthe personathat had overshadowed me was itself
overwhelmed by a blaze of illumination that swept al morta awareness



anay.

"Indeed, the Divine Sourceisasingle deity of pre-eminent
power, who made the heavens and sun and stars and moon, the fruitful
earth and the waves of the waters of the sea. Thisisthe One, who
aonewasand isfrom ageto age.”

"Areyou tdling methat the Christiansareright?' the voice of the
priestess sharpened in horror. "And their god isthe only one?"

"No mortal, save in the utmost transports of ecstasy, can touch
the ultimate deity. Y ou who livein flesh see with the eyes of theworld,
onething a atime, and so you see God in many guises, just asdifferent
images are reflected in the many facets of ajewd. To each facet you
have given aform and aname-Apollo or Ammon, Cybele or Hera,
who once gave oracles at this shrine. Jahweh of the Jews watches over
only one people, and this Jesus blesses those who call on hisname,
They desireto touch the One, but their human limitations dlow them to
see only asingle face, which they identify asthewhole. Do you
understand?"

In that moment | did comprehend what she was saying, and
prayed that | would be allowed to remember these words.

"Then they arewrong!" the priestess exclaimed.

"They do well to servethe Christos, if they will truly follow his
teachings, as you do well to servethe radiant Apollo. They arein error
only in supposing that thereis no truth but the one they see. But | will
tell you thistheir visonisapowerful one, and | foresee atime when the
temple of your Apollo will be atumbled ruin, hisworship as forgotten
asthat of the goddess who was honoured here before he came.

"Lament, oh ye high gods, and mourn you dwellers on Olympus,
for atimeis coming when your atarswill be cast down and your



templeswill lie benegth the Cross.” Vision extended in amosaic of
scenes as | saw the Cross lifted above buildings of dignity and
splendour, or blazoned upon the coats of men who nursed the sick or
fell upon each other with bloody swords. Onwardsrolled thevision, as
the Sibyl spoke words | could no longer hear and the priestess
crouched at her feet, weeping.

Eventually theimages ceased, and | redlized that the Sibyl had
turned her gaze towards Cunoarda.

"And you, child-isthere nothing that you would ask?"

Cunoarda's gaze fell, then lifted with ablaze of hope that
transformed her. "How long will | stay adave?’

"When your mistress goes free, then you will befreeaswell, and
adigtant land shal grant you both arefuge. But before that comesto
pass she must endure many sorrows and make agresat journey.”

"Thank you," whispered the girl. Her head was bowed, but |
could see that her cheeks shone with tears.

"Thereismorethat | could say, but this bodly tires. It isasorrow
to me, for | tell you that it will be many centuries before another comes
who will alow meto spesk through her.”

My head drooped, and for amoment then | wastwo beingsin
one body: the immorta Oracle, and an old woman who ached in every
bone. | tired to cling to the consciousness of the Sibyl, but it waslike
attempting to hold back the ebbing tide. And then that vita presence
that had upheld me was gone, and | collapsed into Cunoarda's arms.

By the time we returned to the pdace at Baiae | wasin full
possession of my faculties once more, though my body, strained
beyond itsnorma capacity by the power that had filled it, felt aslimp as



an emptied wineskin. Assoon as| could speak | had cautioned
Cunoardato say nothing of what had happened, but to remember what
had been said and writeit down, for aready the details were fading
from my memory as adream fades with the day. Asregardsthe free
folk of the palace she obeyed me, but | think now that she must have
said something to my German litter-bearers, for from that time on they
treated me with areverence that went beyond duty, and | would hear
the whisper, 'Haliruna’ when | went by.

Crispus and the others were concerned for me, but they thought
my collgpse no more than the weakness of an old woman who had
overtaxed her strength, and apologized for having dragged me on this
journey on such ahot day. But | assured them that | had taken the risk
willingly, though they did not know just how great that risk had been.
And indeed it was 50, for though my body ached, my spirit was soaring
with the knowledge that the ability to touch the Otherworld that had
been the ddlight of my youth was not lost to me after all.

We passed through the pal ace gates as dusk wasfalling, but the
placewasfull of lights.

"What isit?" | asked, holding open the curtain of thelitter. "Has
the Emperor arrived? Arewe having afeast that | had forgotten?”

"Oh my lady!" exclaimed the eunuch who was our seward. "Not
the Emperor, but perhaps a Caesar-the Lady Fausta began her labour
this afternoon! She has been calling for you, domina. | beg you-go to
her."

| lay back with asigh, wishing this had not happened now, when
| was aready so tired.

"I will be no useto her until | have washed and eaten. Thisis her
firgt child. Therewill betime."



When | cameto the birthing chamber | found Faustaaone,
whimpering with each pain.

"Why have you sent your servants away, my child? They only
want to help you."

"They fussed and fussed until | could not bear it! Oh Avia, it
hurts so much! Am | going to die?'

"Y ou are young and hedthy, Fausta," | said bracingly, taking her
hand. "I know thisisnot comfortable, but it will take awhilefor your
womb to open enough to release the child.” | had borne only the one
child mysdlf, but in later years| had often assisted a the [abours of the
wives of officersin Constantius's command, and added that experience
towhat | had learned of the birthing woman's craft at Avalon.

| glanced towards the door where the midwife was hovering and
motioned her to comein.

"Sheisdoing very well," said the woman cautioudy. | wondered
what Fausta had said to her before.

Faudtas fingerstightened painfully on mine as another pang came
on. Her auburn hair was dark with perspiration and her face blotched
with weeping above the distorted belly. It was just aswdll, | thought
then, that her husband was not here to see her now.

"Tdk tome, Avia," she said when she could speak again. "A
poem or ajoke or astory about Constantine when he was alittle boy,
anything to distract me from the pain.”

"Very well-" | patted her hand. "Has he never told you the story
of how hewon hisfirgt laurels? It was when Probus was Emperor, and
wewerelivingin Naisus™"



She shook her head. "He talks to me sometimes about what he
will do inthefuture, but he has never spoken of his boyhood.”

"Then | supposeit isfor meto do, so that you may tell thetales
to your childreninturn.” | waited as anew pang rolled through her, but
| think my presence had eased her tension, and her contractions were
now not so hard to bear.

"Congtantine had just passed his seventh year, though he was
awayslargefor hisage and |ooked older, and the Emperor Probus had
offered aprize for the foot-races at the feast of Apollo." Asl
continued, | et my voice degpen, making my wordsrise and fall with
the contractions that were squeezing Fausta's womb.

"Congtantine began to practise, running each morning with Hylas,
who was the dog we had then. | would have breskfast waiting when
they returned, panting, from therun.”

Gradudly, Faustawas relaxing, riding my rhythmsto find her
own, even panting alittle at the word.

"Hewon that firgt race easily, for among the boys of hisage he
wastdl and strong. But the next year he moved to ahigher divison,
and though hewas astal as many, they were stronger and more
experienced. He finished respectably, but he was not the winner, and
you know my son does not liketo lose."

"Whet did he do?'

"l remember that he grew very silent, with that stubborn frown
that we dl have come to know. And he practised-morning and night
throughout the spring. My son has ways been adreamer, but a
practica one, who will make whatever effort isrequired to make his
dreams come true. When summer came once more he was the winner

agan."



Faustagave agreat Sgh, then grimaced, remembering that her
racewas ill going on. "And the next year?'

"The next year we were trandferred to Sirmium, and that summer
the Emperor was assassinated before the races could be held.”

"Tdl me something €lse about Congtantine," Fausta said quickly.
"What gamesdid heliketo play?’

| frowned alittle, remembering. They say that the child isfather to
the man. It occurred to me now that | should not blame Diocletian for
what he had made of my son-the signs of his future character were
therein his childhood, if one had the eyesto see.

"He liked to gather the children of the other officers and parade
down the sireet, pretending they were holding a Triumph. | remember
once hetried to train two of the stable catsto pull acart. That was one
time hefailed, and had to use the dog instead. | don't think he ever
quite accepted the fact that sometimes you Smply cannot gain
agreement.”

And that, certainly, was atrait he had till. And now he was
Emperor, with the power to enforce hiswill, unable to understand why
the quarrelling Christian factions to whom he had granted hisfavour ill
clung to their enmities. The Donatistsin Africaand the followers of the
Egyptian Arius e sawhere, were being dandered by the orthodox with
more energy than they spent on the pagans, and giving as good asthey

qo.

"My hushand is brave, and persevering and confident,” said
Faudta, "and hisson will bejust like him."

"Areyou 0 certainit will beaboy?' | smiled, but in truth | had
no right to tease her, having been so certain | was going to bear the
Child of Prophecy. | heard the sound of shutters being opened, and



turning, saw through the window, thefirst light of dawn.

Asthe new day strengthened, Fausta's pains began to come
more swiftly, and her whimpers became screams. The midwifetried to
encourage her by saying that it would not be long now, but Fausta had
reached that point where labouring women cdll for their mothersand
cursetheir husbands.

"Tdl that woman not to lieto mel" gasped Faudta. "'l am dying, |
know it. Soon | will join my father and my brother among the shades,
and | will tell them that Constantine sent me there!" She groaned as her
belly denched again. "But you will stay with me, won't you, Avia?

"1 will stay with you, my dear," | leaned to smooth the lank hair
from her brow. "And rejoice with you when your child comesinto the
world. Remember, the pangs you suffer are part of the work of the
Great Mother-not pain, but power."

Faustas eyes closed in exhaustion, but | continued to smooth her
hair, and never had | come so closeto truly loving her as|1 did in that
hour. | could fed the mighty forces that were working through her, and
reached out to the Goddess, seeking Her harmony.

In another moment Faustals womb was contracting once more,
but thistime her eyes opened in surprise.

"Avia, | want to push-is something wrong?"

The midwife began to smile, and | patted Faustals hand. "It
meansthat itisal right," | said. "The baby isamost ready to come. We
will st you on the birthing chair, and when you fed the urge to push
again, bear down-"

In the next moment the power of the Mother surged through her
once more. When it passed, we levered Fausta onto the narrow-seated



chair, and the midwife knelt between her kneeswhile | braced her, al
my earlier exhaustion disgppearing in the exhilaration of the miraclewe
awaited now.

"Get warm water," | snapped to the hovering maids, "and make
sure the swaddling clothes are reedy. 1t will not belong.”

Grunting, Faustawrithed against my hands. Now that we were
cometo the test, she had given up whining and was showing the
courage of the soldier stock from which she came. Once, twice, athird
time she pushed, and then fdll back with asigh asthewriggling infant,
red with blood and aready squdling in protest, did into the midwife's
waiting hands.

| continued to hold Fausta as the other women bustled around
her, cutting the cord and helping her to deliver the afterbirth while the
maids washed and swaddled the child. Then the new mother was lifted
into aclean bed, and | could stand, trembling with reaction, & last.

"Whereisit?' cdled Faudta. "'l want to seemy child!"

"Hereheis," answered the midwife. "Asfineaboy as| have
seen.” She handed me the swaddled infant, who was il crying.

My grandson ... | thought, gazing down into the contorted face.
All newborns resembled their grandfathers, but | could see no trace of
Congtantius here. Flushed with frustration benesth acap of dark hair,
the child | held resembled his other grandfather, Maximian.

Carefully | transferred the bundled baby into his mother'sarms.

"A on?" she asked, "and unblemished?"

The midwife nodded. "Heis perfect in every way."



Faustarelaxed with asigh and the baby quieted, though his
featureswere dtill creased in afrown.

"My Congantinus..." she kissed the top of the baby's head and
held him closer, "the Emperor'sfirst legitimate son.”

"There are some who question the vaidity of my relaionship with
the Emperor'sfather,” | said drily. "1 would advise you against spesking
in those terms to Congtantine, lest you appear to doubt hisown
legitimacy. And in any case, the Roman tradition has been that the man
best qualified shall wear the purple, not necessarily even ardative,
much lessthe modt legitimate son.” And surely it is Crispus, with the
advantage of maturity and his native brilliance, who will be
chosen when the time comes, | thought then.

Lost in contemplation of the wonder she had produced, | do not
think that Faustaeven heard. It was |, remembering tales | had heard of
kin-fights among the Perdans when anew Great King cameto the
throne, who felt thefirgt chill of fear.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
AD 321-24

"Dominathereisaletter from Crigpus-" Cunoardapaused in the
doorway to my sitting room.

"Close the door, please, and let's seeit.”
The brazier was doing its best to counter the dank chill of a

Roman February, and | rested my feet upon the flank of Boreas, son of
thefirst hound to whom I had given that name. But even after the



renovations | had ordered when Constantine bestowed the Domus
Sessorianum upon me, the place was subject to draughts. | had done
my best to keep it home-like, hoping for arestoration of the relative
samplicity of the suburban villathis palace had once been, but the
architects were infected with the new notions of Congtantinian
grandeur, and only in thisroom, whose walswere hung with British
weavings, and where striped British rugs covered the cold mosaic floor,
did I fed truly warm enough to keep at bay the periodic attacks of
shortened breath that plagued me in the winter.

"Migtress, what are you doing?" asked Cunoarda as she held out
the cased scroll.

"Spinning..." | flushed alittle as | twisted the |oose wool around
the distaff and set it and the spindle down, well aware that thiswas
peculiar behaviour for an emperor's mother. "When | wasagirl the
spindle was scarcely ever out of my hand. | wanted to seeif | still knew

"l used to spin too, when | wasachildin Alba," said Cunoarda,
her voice softening.

"Then we shdl get you your own spindle, and you may Sit with
me by thefire," | replied. "But firdt, let us see what my grandson hasto

The scroll wasin Crispuss own careful writing. He was now
nineteen, with thetitle of Caesar, and for the past two years had been
resding in Treveri as Congtantine's deputy, between campaigns on the
German frontier. Only last summer histroops had gained amgjor
victory againg the Alamanni. | missed him, for Faustaand her children
lived with their mother in Mediolanum, and | rarely saw them. After a
late beginning, she had proved exceptiondly fertile. A second son,
Congtantius, had been born the year after Congtantinus, and athird,
caled Congtans, just thisyear.



"AviaNobilissma" hebegan. "I have tidings of great
happiness. | amto be married to a most charming girl, the
daughter of the senior magistrate of Treveri. Her name is Helena
too! Isthat not a fortunate coincidence? | call her Lena. | learned
to love her this past winter, but | did not know if we would be
allowed to marry. Now my father has given permission, and we
will hold our feast next month, before | leave to rejoin my legion
on the Rhenus. | hope that you can be with us for the celebration,
but if it isnot possible, | ask for your blessing.

"May the most high God keep you in health, dearest Avia |
remain, your loving Crispus.”

"Blessthe child indeed, and blast him for marrying in such haste.
He must know that the roads and the seas dike will be too rough at this
Season for meto bethere!™ | exclaimed.

"Wdl, one can understand his hurry, if heis going off to war. No
doubt hewill sttle hisbridein Coloniaor Argentoratum while heis
with the troops,”" said Cunoarda, picking up the spindle, which in my
excitement | had knocked off the stool.

"How can my little Crigpus be getting married?" | shook my head.
"It seemsonly yesterday that he was Sitting on my knee."

"Perhaps he will make you a great-grandmother soon," Cunoarda
amiled.

| sghed. | found it hard to imagine Crispus afather, but at this
season, when all the agues of the marshlands around the city seemed to
settlein my bones, | could well believe mysdf old enough for
great-grandchildren. It had been ahard winter, and | had heard that
there was anew plague in the poorer quarters of Rome.

"1 will gift them with my paacein Treveri," | said then, "and order



my bedchamber redecorated for the new bride. And | will send her my
long pearl necklace. It will ook better againgt her young skin than it
doeson me."

"Oh my lady, you must not say s0. Don't you know that gossip
holds that you have been granted an extension of youth by the gods?'

| raised one eyebrow. "Cunoarda, | would not have believed you
to be aflatterer! Bring me my mirror-perhaps there has been some
miraclesncelast | looked upon my imagetherel”

Flushing alittle, she brought me the round of polished silver
whose handle was formed in the shape of the Three Graces, their arms
entwined. | turned my faceinto the light and held it up. The face that
looked back at me was framed by silver hair, drawn back to aknot in
two smooth wings held in place by awoven band. The flesh that once
had clung to my strong bones so smoothly was sagging now, my eyes
deep set and shadowed beneath my brows.

"What | see, my dear, isthe face of a hedlthy woman of
seventy-two. If it isnot quite the image of ahag, it isbecause| am
careful of my diet and force mysdlf to take exercise. But just because |
livein apdaceisno excusefor metoignorelifésredities,” | said tartly.
"Now take thisthing away. The hour in which | am scheduled to give
audienceisamaost upon us. How many people are waiting in the
reception room?"

"Not as many as usud, but one of them is Sylvester, the
Patriarch-Bishop of The See of Rome."

"Very wdl, | supposeit istimeto put away my spinning and
become a Nobilissma Femina, evenif | am an old one, once more. |
will wear the tunica of forest-green silk, and over it the sea-green

pallium””



"Yes, my lady, and the earrings and necklet of emerald and
pear!?'

| nodded, reached for my gtick, and levered myself upright,
sghing asif | were dready weighed down by the brocade and jewels.

Since taking possession of the Sessorianaiit had been my custom
to hear petitionersjust before the noon medl. | was aways astonished
by how many people would make their way acrossthe city to my
domus, tucked into the south-eastern angle of the walls the Emperor
Aurdian had built to protect the sprawling suburbs of Rome.

Today, despite the foul weeather, the hadl wasfull. Abovethe
aromatic scent of the herbslaid on the coalsin the brazier | could smell
wet wool, and smiled, for it brought back memories of Britannia.
Escorted by Cunoarda, my greyhounds padding by my side, | took my
place in the carven chair on the dais, and surveyed the crowd.

| recognized lulius Maximilianus, who was supervising the
recongtruction of the baths on the domus grounds. It was my intention
to open them to the public once they were completed, asan
establishment of such size was hardly required to keep one old woman
clean.

Maximilianus was no doubt here to report on the progress of the
baths, which had been delayed by the winter rains and sickness among
the labourers. Some of the others were my clients, and had come
smply out of courtesy. But what was the Chrigtian Peatriarch of the city
doing here?

Sylvester waited with surprising patience, awiry little man witha
fringe of fading reddish hair around histonsure, clad in aplain white
tunic and cloak. The only mark of rank he bore wasthe large cross that
lay upon his breast, which was fashioned of gold. It wasthe young
priest who had escorted him who fidgeted and muttered at the delay.



If some of the others were unhappy with the speed with which |
dedlt with thelr petitions, they did not dare to say so, and by thetime an
hour had passed, only Sylvester remained to be heard.

"My Lord Bishop, | am certain that only a matter of greet
moment could have brought you to meon suchaday. Yet | ananold
woman, and not accustomed to fasting. So that you may haveleisurein
which to set forth your businesswill you share my midday med ?*

| could see amusement flickering in his eyes, but he assented with
agravity equal to my own. Bishop Ossus had become one of
Congtantine's most trusted advisors, but | had never warmed to him.
Sylvester seemed different. | found myself curiousto know more of this
priest who was the heir of the Apostle Petrus and Patriarch of the See
of Rome.

After Cunoarda had sent the younger priest off to eat inthe
kitchens, Sylvester and | were escorted to thetriclinium. | saw him
gazing around at the marble facings of the lower walls and the paintings
above and felt a certain embarassment, even though the scenes
portrayed were of nymphs and shepherds from the romance of Daphnis
and Chloe, and innocent enough.

"1 gpologize for the grandeur, and the chill," | said as| motioned
him to take the couch on the other side of the brazier. In the large room
the two of us seemed like apair of peasin alarge bowl. "I never eat in
herewhen | am aone, but my household would be mortified if | told
them to serve usin my little Sitting room."

"Wearedl at the mercy of our servants,” answered Sylvester.
"My housekeeper bulliesme merciledy."

"If thereis anything you may not eat, you must let me know,” |
sad alittle nervoudy, and saw him amile.



"Itisnot afast day, and in any casethe holy Petrus himself once
said that it isnot what goesinto a man's mouth, but what comes out of
it thet defileshim.”

"Very true," | agreed, but nonetheless | whispered to Cunoarda
to instruct the cook to prepare something smple.

| do not know whether it was my order or respect for the
Patriarch that compelled him, but in awhile we were served with barley
broth and adish of lentils and cow-parsnips dong with our eggsand
bread and cheese. The Bishop's appetite was good, and | wondered
suddenly if thiswas hisfirst med of the day.

"S0," | said, when we had taken the edge off our hunger and
were spping hot spiced wine, "what isit that you want of me?"

"Areyou so certain that | have come as a petitioner?”

"Y ou are too busy aman to make thisjourney yoursdf if amere
message or a delegate would do.”

"Itistrue” Sylvester said with asigh. "The need isgrest, or |
would not have cometo you. Y ou may have heard that thereis
scknessin the city, but perhaps you do not realize how bad it has
become. Thisisnot one of the feversthat strikes us every summer, but
something new, in which the victim coughts up blood or chokesto
desth on his own phlegm. Some are saying it isaprecursor of the Final
Days, and have lain down upon their bedsto wait for Our Lord to
come, but | think that it isonly another trid to test us.”

"It sounds horrible,” | said. "What can | do?"
"For the sick, not much. | have opened the Lateran Church asa

hospital, and we are caring for them aswe can. But so many areill or
dead that thereis hardship in parts of the city. | have aready emptied



my own treasury. We need authorization to distribute corn from the city
granaries, and to requisition other items from the merchants for the

poor.”
"And the consulswill not giveit?'

He nodded. "I thought that perhaps the mother of the Emperor
could persuade more e oquently than 1.

"l cantry," | sad thoughtfully. "I will drgpe mysdlf in cloth of gold
and vist them tomorrow. And perhaps some other ideas for help will
cometo me after | have seen your hospital.”

Thiswasaman, | thought, who was rarely astonished by the
vagaries of human nature, whether for good or for ill. But | was pleased
to see that my response had surprised him.

My way to the Temple of Saturn, where | wasto meet with the
consuls, led through the centre of Rome, and it seemed to me that
indeed the heart of the city wasless crowded than | remembered. As
we passed through the streets | saw doors hung with garlic and amulets
or worse things in a desperate attempt to ward the spirit of sickness
away. Just beyond the FHlavian amphithestre, | parted the curtains and
ordered the bearersto pause at the arch Constantine had erected there,
on the ancient triumphal route between the Caglian and Pdatine hills. |
had not been surprised to learn that it wasthe largest such archiin
Rome.

But though its Sze might excite admiration, its decoration had
caused congderable amusement, for only the topmost frieze actualy
referred to Congtantine, celebrating hisvictory over Maxentius. The
rest of the pandls, reliefs and medallions had been cannibaized from
monuments to earlier emperors such as Hadrian, Trgjan and Marcus
Aurdius The architect had judtified thisthievery by proclaming
Congantine the summation and fulfilment of theimperia genius, but as|



ingpected the monument | could not deny that the workmanship on
Congantine's pandswas vishbly inferior to the rest.

You werein too great a hurry, my son, | observed silently. You
have no need to steal other men'sglory.

As Sylvester had expected, the word of the Empress-Mother
was acommand no magistrate of Rome dared ignore. On the way
back to my paace| put on avell to shield myself from the contagion,
and ordered my bearersto make adetour so that | might view the

hospitdl.

Congantine did not spoend much time in Rome, but he had been
generousin the giving of churches. Rather than saize property from the
arigtocracy, who were mostly pagan gill, he had built most of them on
imperia lands outside the old city walls. But in the year of hismarriage
to Fausta he had presented the imperia palace of the Lateran, where
shewas born, to the Patriarch of Rome. After razing the barracks of
Maxentiuss cavary, he had built hisfirst cathedra beside the paace.

| remembered the little boy who had so enjoyed making
fortressesin our garden and redlized that for him, one of the attractions
of Chrigtianity was the opportunity to build something new-

Something new, and grand in scale. As| entered, | could seethe
huge row of columnsthat supported the nave, and the green marble
pillarsthat bore the lower arcades of the aides. Light streamed in from
high windows over the gpse, glittering on the silver filigree roodscreen
and the statues of the Resurrected Christ and Jesus as Teacher, flanked
by angdls, watched over the scene within.

But asmy eyes adjusted | forgot the splendour. The nave itself
and the aides behind the columns on ether sde held row upon row of
rude pallets, and on each pdlet lay a human being, most of them either
hawking and choking horribly or ominoudy still. Some had family to



care for them, but for the most part it wasthe priests and the old
women of the Christian community who moved among them, giving
water to those who would drink and comforting the dying. The reek of
old blood and human wastes assaulted the nogtrils.

Sylvester had looked dubious when | spoke of trying to help, and
| saw now that until thisthing had run its course there was no help to be
had, and no miracle but the fact that anyone was willing to nursethese
peopleat dl. Surdy not dl of them were Chrigians. All Sylvester
needed to know was that they were human and in need. | understood
then how, despite the ggps and incongruitiesin itstheology, this new
faith had become so strong.

| did not stay long. The Patriarch, who had greeted me when |
arrived, did not expect it, and was dready turning back to hiswork as|
left the basilica. During the short journey back along the walsto the
domus| said nothing, and | retired early, but deep was dow to come.

Like most of the educated classes of Rome | had scorned the
samplefervour of Chrigtianity. But these folk had more compassion and
more courage than |, who had been trained on Avaon. | redized then
that | was ashamed. But even now | do not know whether it was
shame or pride that drove me the next morning, when | borrowed a
headwrap and tunic from one of the kitchen daves, and ingtructing
Cunoardato tell everyone | wasresting, set out to make the short walk
to the basilica. | had barely rounded the corner, however, when | heard
footsteps behind me and saw Cunoarda.

Her features set in a stubborn frown as | started to order her
homeagain.

"Migtress, | must obey, but if you send me back | promise | will
tell everyone where you have gone! Please-l saw your face when you
returned from vigting the cathedrd. | cannot let you go into that horror
dond”



| frowned at her, but | had long ago learned to accept the
peculiar tyranny that servants can exercise over those who ostensibly
own them, and common sense told me that it might be wiseto have
someone young and strong at my side.

| thought that if we could avoid Sylvester, | need not fear being
recognized, for | had worn aveil when | visited before. And in the
event, no one even asked who we were-they were too hard-pressed,
and grateful for every pair of hands. And so I, who for ten years had
been the most powerful woman in the Empire, worked as | had not
sncel wasagirl on Avaon, carrying water and attempting to keep the
patients clean. And Cunoarda laboured a my side.

It surprised me, how swiftly one could become accustomed not
only to the smell but to the horror. Blood and feces were something to
be cleaned, that was all. But exhaustion sharpens tempers even among
the best of men, and it quickly became clear that dthough they might be
fless, risking thelr lives by nurang the sck since the authoritieswould
no longer oblige them with martyrdom, not al the Christians were saints.

| was gently washing the chest of an old man who had just tried
to cough out hislungswhen | heard an exclamation from behind me.
The man with the pail had apparently just been bumped by awoman
whose arms were piled high with clean rags, and some of the water had
dopped onto the floor.

"Will you look where you are going? For someoneto dip on this
and twist their ankle would be all we need!" His voice wasthin with
weariness, but the woman looked little better.

"Who are you to reprove me? Everyone knows that during the
persecutions you burned incense to the demons the pagans cal gods.”

"And have | not done penance for that Sn?' He gestured at the
suffering around us. "Have | not risked my life every day here?f the



Lord God wishesto punish me, it will be easy enough to strike me
down. But you were so unimportant they never even bothered to
persecute you. Beware lest you yoursdlf be damned for the sin of
pridel™

"Y ou should be ashamed to squabblein the presence of the
dying!" | said in the voice that had ruled ahousehold for fifty years.
"Y ou, woman, give me aclean rag, and you, Sir, some water to wet it
in, thet this poor fellow may at least pend hislast moments clean!” But
by then the sck man'sbody was arching in afina convulsvefight for
bresth, before helay till. Wincing as stiffened muscles complained, |
rose to my feet and gestured for the men who carried out the bodiesto
take him away.

Thefirst few days had been ahorror, and in self-defence |
erected apsychic shield against the suffering. By day | laboured
mindlessy, and each evening | would dip away and make my way
home to soak the contagion away in my baths and deep without
dreams until morning. Perhaps because my thoughts were so focused
on the needs of others, | had little attention to spare for my own pains.

Gradudly we cameto redizethat not quite al of our patients
were dying. Somefew, if they could drink enough water, were able to
keep their secretions moist enough to cough them up instead of
choking. Eventualy they recovered, though they were so weak that any
other contagion waslikely to carry them away. Grimly, we redoubled
our efforts, but the priests who were working beside us were still kept
busy giving last riteswhen wefalled. Sometimes | saw Sylvester
labouring with the others, wearing a stained robe and a cross of smple
wood instead of gold, but | managed to stay out of hisway. In truth, |
doubt he would have recognized meif | had stood before him. Most
peoplésvison islimited to what they expect to see.

It was not until the end of the second week, when the epidemic
seemed at last to be faltering, that something occurred to shake my



composure. A young girl had been brought in-a Syrian dave cdled
Marthawho had nursed her master and mistress until they died and
then taken theillness hersdlf, with no oneleft to help her. Shewasa
Christian, and though she knew what was in store for her, | had not yet
encountered anyone who faced it with such serenity.

"Our Lord suffered greater painsto redeem us," she whispered
when shewasable. "I offer Him this martyrdom.”

| had thought mysdlf past dl emotion, but when | saw the hope
that glowed in her eyes, | found awakening within me astubborn
determination.

"The water of baptism may have saved your soul,” | muttered
grimly, "but what'sin this cup will save your body. Drink it downlikea
good girl-1 am not going to let you die!™

| forced water into Martha until her urine ran clear once more,
but | could fed her heart fluttering benegth my hand, and | knew that
the battle was going againgt me. In order to evaluate her condition | had
to let down my defences, and through the bond between nurse and
patient | touched the purefervour of her soul.

Thelife-force within wasflickering like aguttering candle flame.
They say that for the old, the past is more vivid than the present day,
and in that moment it was not a Syrian dave girl | washolding in my
arms, but my beloved Adlia, who had died when | wasfar away. |
closed my eyes, and powers so long unused | had thought them
forgotten roused within me.

| took adeep breath, and as| exhaed, drew up life-force from
my own depths and projected it into hers. Lady! | prayed, grant life
to your child! Againand again | did this, asif | were blowing the
breath of lifeinto her lungs, but it was something less tangible and more
powerful that flowed from my astral body into hers.



And presently the laboured breathing began to ease. For a
moment | silled in the fear that she wasleaving me. Then | opened my
eyes and stared in wonder, for Marthawas deeping, each breath deep
and clear.

My own heart bounding in reaction, | straightened. It was only
then that | redlized that we were not aone.

Cunoardawas by my side, her eyeswide, but knedling across
fromme | saw Sylvester, with the young priest who had apparently
summoned him when he saw hewould not be required to give the last
rites after dl.

"Who are you?" he breathed, gripping hiswooden cross. Our
eyesmet, and | saw the smple awein his gaze give way to
astonishment as he recognized me. "Lady, what are you doing here?’

| thought for amoment, searching for areason he would
understand. "1 am doing the work of the Most High," | answered,
deciding he did not need to know whether | called that Power Goddess
or God.

"Chrigt be praised, you do indeed!" he said warmly.

"Say nothing of thid" | exclaimed. The ceremony that surrounded
me as Empress-Mother was congtricting enough, without adding
Supergtitious hopes or fears.

The ardour in his gaze chilled as he, too, began to think of the
political implications. "1 understand, but my lady, you must not stay
here! Will you promiseto return home and stay there? | could not
face... your son... if anything should happen to you."

"Do you not believe that God will preserve me?' | said alittle
bitterly, for | redlized that | would missthistime of being fully used, and



useful, now that it had cometo an end. "Never mind. | will do asyou
say. But when thislittle oneisrecovered, bring her to me. If her master
had heirs, | will give them her price and take her into my household.”

| staggered as| got up, for | had spent more strength than |
knew, and Sylvester took my arm. Thelamps had been lit, and | knew
that it wastimeto go.

"Thank you. If you will assst me to the door, Cunoardacan help
metherest of theway. Y ou know my homeisonly just down the road."

"1 will praise God tonight in my prayers,” said Sylvester softly as
we went out the door, "for He has shown me amiracle”

| Sighed, suspecting that he did not mean Marthas recovery. But
the old tattoo upon my brow was throbbing, and | felt that | had
experienced amiracle aswell, to know that after dl these years| was
dill apriestess.

"l hear great praise of you from the Patriarch,” said Congtantine.
It was now high summer, and the last cases of plague had died or
recovered some months before, but Sylvester and | had continued to
work together on behdf of the city's poor, and | trusted that thiswas
what my son was referring to.

"But you should not have risked yoursdf," hewent on. "If | had
known, | would have forbidden it. Y ou do not realize how important
you ae"

An old woman, important? | wondered. Then | redlized that it
was the Emperor's M other who mattered, not the real Helena. He was
not seeing me, but anicon with my name. It was naturd enough for a
child to think of hismother only in relation to himself, | thought then, but
it was amark of adulthood to be able to see one's parents as people,
with lives of their own. These days | was even beginning to understand



Ganeda, though | had till not forgiven her. | bit back aretort that might
have angered him, thinking | ought to be grateful that Sylvester had said
no more.

Congtantine had been campaigning on the Dacian border, and in
the sirong morning light, helooked dl of his nearly fifty years. My son
had grown more massve with middie age, asif he were gtriving to
equd the heroic dimensons of the statue that was being carved for his
baslica. But hisfair hair, though fading now to a shade between flax
and slver, il grew thick and strong.

"The need was great,” | answered him. "1 had no choice but to
givewhat hdp | could.”

"Y ou had achoice," he corrected. "How many of the
noblewomen of this city were labouring among the sick beside you?'

| thought for amoment, and offered some names.

"They are Chrigtians dready, and only needed an example,” he
replied. "Y ou do not find such sdlf-sacrifice among the pagans. Do you
see now why | favour the Christian God?!

| nodded, for among the Romans that was true, but we had tried
to givewhat help we could to al who cameto uson Avaon.

"It has been long since we have had a chance to talk together, my
mother, and | have much to say to you," Constantine went on. "With
each year it becomes more clear that the old ways are without virtue. It
isthe One True God whose will we must obey if we areto preservethe
Empire, and the family of the Emperor isthe model for dl. Thatiswhy |
permitted Crispus such an early marriage.”

"Y ou must be very proud of him," | answered, thinking of last
year'svictories againgt the Germans. In Crispus, | saw Congtantine



reborn, and even more glorious, without the suspicionsthat my son had
learned from Diocletian.

"Yes. | am naming him and little Congtantinus asthis year's
conauls”

"Liciniuswill not likethat," | observed. "Last year you named
yoursdf and Congtantius, with no mention of Liciniusor hisson. And if
you continue to spend most of your timein Serdica, so closeto his
border, Liciniuswill think you are planning to attack him."

Congtantine shrugged. "Did you redly bdieve that we could share
the Empireforever? If the Armenian Christians agpped to me, | will help
them, and if the Visigoths attack Thrace, | will repd them. Liciniuswill
no doubt object, and there will be another war."

"l hope you can delay it for ayear or two longer, until Crispus
has enough experience to be atruly effective commander.” | replied.

"Yes, theboy isdeveloping well...!

It seemed to methat hisanswer came atrifle reluctantly, and in
that moment, random memory reminded me of theritua of the running
of the stag that the little people of the marshes near Avaon performed
sometimes when there was need. And it seemed to methat | could hear
the whispered echo of their cry, " What of the King Stag when the
Young Sag is grown?'

But thiswas Rome, | told mysdlf, and Congtantine was acivilized
man. With ashiver, | thrust the memory back into the darkness from
whichit had come.

"... but heisdill young," Congtantine was continuing, "and
subject to the lugts of the flesh, which lead meninto sinful
entanglements”



| suppressed asmile. "Not al so-called entanglements are
unlawful, or hewould never have been born. For that matter, your
fether and | would have beenlivinginsn.”

"No!" Congantine exclamed. "Y ou were my father'strue wifel
Hetold me so!”

| Sghed, redlizing there was no point in trying to explain that our
marriage had been vaid in the world of the spirit rather than in Roman
law. | remembered now that Constantine had always been stubbornly
attached to hisown version of redlity.

"The days of pagan immordity are ending! Soon Chrigtianity will
bethe only faith, and the imperia family must set an example. | am
building abasilicain honour of the martyrs Marcellinus and Petrus on
the road adjoining your palace grounds. Y ou will become its patroness.”

"Congtantine! Not even the Emperor can command another's
conscience, as Diocletian and Gaerius|earned to their cost. Will you
deny your own edict, that granted toleration to al?"

"Oh, I will not persecute the pagans-" He gestured dismissively.
"When they seethe glory of the Church they will beg to comein! But if
God isto blessmy reign, my family must serve only Him!*"

"Indeed..." my voice grew softer. "And when were you
baptized? | would like to have been there..."

He stilled suddenly, and | wondered if the shiver | had just felt
was aflicker of fear. Thiswas an emperor, and emperors had been
known to execute close relaions, even their mothers, intimes pagt. In
the next moment he smiled, and | told myself | had beeninsaneto
entertain such anotion. Thiswas Congtantine, the child whom | had
borne to change the world. And indeed he was doing so, even if the
manner of it was very far from anything we might haveimagined on



Avaon.

"Baptismisavery sacred rite," he said in avoice as soft asmine.
"So sacred it can be performed but once, to wash away dl sin and
leave the soul cleansed and ready for Paradise. But | am Emperor, and
mugt rulein avery imperfect and snful world-"

And you suspect you may have some sinning yet to do ... |
thought wryly, but | did not voice the thought aoud.

"l liveinthe sameworld,” | said instead. "Unitil you make that
commitment yourself, you cannot requireit from me. But | will take
your new church under my protection, and receive ingructionin the
faith asacatechumen.”

Inspired by Marthas fervour, Cunoarda was aready doing so. |
had freed both women when | took Marthainto my household, for |
could not treat the Alban girl asadave when we had |aboured together
likefellow priestessesin the hospital.

"Then you are aChrigtian!" Congtantine exclamed.

"Cdl mewhat you like," | said tiredly. "The Truth does not
change." | did not tell him that it was not his example that had inspired
me, but the smplefaith of aSyrian dave.

"Praise beto Chrigt, by whose Name we shdl be saved!”

Congtantine's degp-set eyes blazed with conviction and | found
mysalf recoiling, trying to remember where | had seen such alook
before. It was not until evening, as | was preparing for bed, that it came
to me. In that mood, Constantine had been the image of Ganeda, laying
down the law with sdlf-righteous certainty.




CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
AD 325-6

"In Chrigt's holy name, why can they not agree?* exclamed
Congantine. "1 called this council so that the bishops might resolve
their differences”

"Yes, Augustus,” said Bishop Ossius, hisface reddening, "but
these matters are both subtle and important. A single syllable may make
the difference between savation and damnation. We must proceed
caefully.”

Bishop Eusebius of Caesarea, who had come with him to report
on the deliberations, was frowning. The pagansin the room looked
confused, and my old tutor Sopater, who had become a noted teacher
of rhetoric and amember of Constantine's court, was suppressing a
smile. The two thousand bishops who had come to the Council a
Nicaea at the beginning of May were dready arguing about the nature
and relationship of God and His Son.

My hip-bones had begun to ache, and | tried to shift position
unobtrusively on my ivory chair. Thefirst timel had seen the Emperor's
audience chamber in the palace at Nicomedial had felt overwhelmed
by its splendour. But that had been over fifty years ago. Now that |
was accustomed to Constantine's idess of the state befitting an
emperor, Aurdian's throne room seemed classic and restrained. Only
its human ornaments showed the taste of the Congtantinian age.

Where Aurelian had alowed the vivid purple of histogato
proclaim him Emperor, and contented himsdlf with asmple curule
chair, Consgtantine's gilded throne wasraised on adais, and hisrobes,
which were of cloth of gold over purple and adorned with precious
stones, outshoneit. And where Aurelian had presided alone,



Congtantine was flanked by his two empresses, for he had given both
me and Faudtathetitle of Augustathe preceding year, when hefindly
defeated Licinius.

| had been placed at the Emperor's right hand, resplendent in
amethysisand cloth of slver, and at hisleft was Fausta, glittering in
emeralds and bronze. Imprisoned in the heavy robes, we st like the
images of Jupiter flanked by Juno and Minervain the temple at Rome,
though | knew better than to say so to Congtantine.

"Do they not understand that the unity of the Church is essentia
to the unity of the Empire?' he exclamed.

It did no good to point out that the Empire had flourished for
more than two centuries while tolerating awide variety of cultsand
creeds. The bishops who had come to the council were representing
the people who had let themsdlves be dain rather than throw a pinch of
incense on an dtar fire. | wondered sometimesif they had become so
accustomed to persecution that now that they were the Emperor's
favourites they were compelled to attack each other.

Even after severd yearsof Chrigtian ingruction, I, like
Congantine, found it hard to understand the fine distinctions over which
the bishops were arguing. What ought to matter was what Jesus had
said, not whether he was God or Man.

"Indeed," objected Os3us, swesting, "but if the Empireis not
founded upon truth, it will fal. If the Son and the Father are not one
and the same, equally God, then we are no better than the polythelsts.”

"We are no better than foolsif we deny logic!" exclaimed
Eusebius, aflush animating the intellectud serenity of hisfestures. A
high forehead merged into histonsure and he wore hisbeard long, like
aphilosopher. "If the Father begot the Son, then there must have been
atime when the Son did not exist."



"But they were of the same substance!” Ossiusreplied, ™
Homoousios," he added the Greek term, "Light from Light, True God
from True God!"

"Could we not say Homoiousios? Of like substance?’ offered
Eusebiusrather desperately. | had heard that he was noted for his
writings on Church history, ascholar who would care about every
shade of meaning.

Congantine shook his head. " Consubstantialis- "of the same
substance”, has been good enough for usin Rome. Let men interpret it
asthey will. Then we can address oursalves to objects more within our
power. All these fine words are distracting us from redity, and we
become no better than the philosophers who reason about athing
without looking at it a al.

"If the bishops, who are the pastors of the people, attack each
other, the people will fight aswell," hewent on. "Y ou should never
have raised such questions, and if they were raised, they should not
have been answered! Thisis philosophicd frivolity! With the Persians
on our eastern borders and the Germans to the north, | have enough to
worry about without these squabbles. | beg you-give me back peaceful
nightsso that | can livein the pure light of the Spirit and use my energy
for the protection of the Empire!”

During this speech both bishops had gone alittle pde.

"Consubstantialis?' said Eusebiusweskly. "Well, perhapswe
can get them to agree on that. My lord, | will bear your word to my
brethren.”

"No-I will come mysdlf," answered the Emperor. "Perhapsif |
plead with them in person they will understand!™

The two bishops abased themselves, foreheads touching the



marble floor, and backed away from the imperia presence.
Congtantine smiled asif he had persuaded them, and | suppose he had,
for though he might not be their master in logic, he was surdly their

superior in power.

At least my son did not require me to bow down before him. |
shifted my weight to the other hip and addressed a prayer to the Son,
whatever His relationship to the Father might be, that the imperia
audience would not last too long.

No part of the palace a Nicomedia could be called home-like,
but the red dining slon was small enough that our voices did not echo
when a dozen people were gathered there. Faustawasrecliningon a
couch upholstered in crimson brocade which clashed with the purple
tunicashe wore. Neither colour suited her complexion, but perhapsthe
flush was due to wine. After giving Congtantine three sons, she had
borne him two daughters, Constantina, and a new baby whom they had
named after me. Her figure had suffered, and palace gossp said that
she no longer shared a bed with the Emperor. On the other hand,
Congtantine was not deeping with anyone el se, but whether thiswas
the result of morality or because he wasincapable no one dared
urmise.

It occurred to me that in my old age | was becoming cynical, and
| gestured to the servant to bring me somewine aswell. These days|
found getting up and down from a dining couch more trouble than it
was worth, and had claimed acomfortably padded chair, but al of us
rose asthe Emperor camein.

His couch groaned alittle as he stretched himsdlf uponiit, but his
bulk was more muscle than fat, even now. Swiftly the servants set
tables before us and began to bring in the food.

"Do you think that the bishops will be able to agree on the
wording of the creed?' | asked. These days| had little appetite, and a



few bites of the cuttle-fish croquettesin liquamen had been enough for
me

"It is necessary that they do so. | must make that clear,”
answered Congtantine.

"If they know what's good for them, they'll comply!" Fausta
giggled. There was an uncomfortable slence, as everyoneimmediately
thought of Liciniusand hisyoung son, who despite Congtantine's pledge
to hishdf-sster (who was married to Licinius) to spare them, had been
executed only afew weeks before.

"1 meant, of course, for the sake of their souls," Fausta added,
and someone suppressed a snort of laughter, for the Empress, unlike
the rest of the imperia family, was ill avowedly pagan. Congtantine
was frowning, but he continued to chew steadily on the stuffed shoulder
of wild boar they had just brought in.

"Has there been any new word of the Visigoths?' asked Sopater
in an atempt to change the subject. It was not terribly successful, snce
suspected communication with the barbarians had been one of the
reasons given for executing Licinius. Congtantine had defeated themin
Thrace two years before, going into Liciniussterritory to do so and
provoking thelast civil war.

"Wdll, if they make any trouble, you can send Crispusto ded
with them!" Faustalaughed alittletoo loudly. "Don't they cdl him
"Invictus', the Unconquered?'

| felt aprickle of unease. During thewar againgt Licinius, Crispus
had been put in charge of the Aegean fleet and by defeating the enemy
admira, he had enabled Congtantine to take Byzantium. Only last year
the Emperor had struck amedallion showing Crispus and young
Congtantinus together, but since then Crispus had been transferred
from Treveri to frontier duty in Dacia. Old Crocus was long dead, but



histribe had continued to send young warriors to serve as Caesar's
bodyguard. Perhaps that was what Fausta had been referring to, but
therewas something | did not quitelikein her laugh.

"These bishops are too concerned with words," said Congtantine,
pushing his plate away. | wondered if he redlly had not heard, or only
pretended not to. "They forget the need for faith. Words divide, but the
symbolsof religioningpirethesoul.”

"What do you mean?' asked Ossius.

"The pagans have shrines where they venerate the treasures that
they believe were given by their gods. If we are to wean the people
away from such delusons, we must offer them something to teke their
place. How can true believerswalk in purity when every grove and
crossroad is dedicated to a pagan god?'

"What would you have them worship instead?' asked Fausta.

"The places where our God has shown Himsalf to men. Why
have we no basilicato honour Chrigt's empty tomb?”

"Does anyone even know for certain whereit is?' | asked.

"That isprecisdy the problem!™ exclaimed the Emperor. "Itisin
my mind to send an expedition to excavate the Ste. Do you know what
gtands on the hill of Golgothanow?" he added indignantly, "A templeto
Aphrodite the Whorel"

"Abomination!” exclamed Ossius.
But surely, | thought, it was the place of execution that had been

the abomination. | wondered what irony of fate had transformed it into
atemple of the Lady of Love.



"Oh indeed," muttered Fausta. "We dl know that She hasno
power any more..."

In July the Council of Nicaea concluded with the creation of a
creed to which everyone, even Arius, was willing to subscribe,
respecting, if not thewill of God, the wishes of their Emperor. At the
beginning of the next year, Congtantine, euphoric in the conviction that
his leadership had brought the quarrdlling Christiansto astate of unity,
moved his court to Rome to celebrate the twentieth year of hisreign.

Our entry into the city was, if not a Triumphin thetraditiona
sensg, certainly triumphd. Every window was hung with white, and
each archway garlanded with spring flowers. Slowly we made our way
down the ancient route dong the Via Triumphdis, between the
pine-crowned Paatine and the Circus Maximusto the Cadlian Hill,
where we turned towards the Flavian Amphithestre and the arch that
Congtantine had set up twenty years before. There the procession
paused to allow addegation of youths and maidensto present a

panegyric and song.

Following the procession of senators and agroup of flute players
came severd cohorts of crack troops from various parts of the Empire.
Thefirg of theimperia family to appear was Fausta, enthroned with
her younger children on alow cart which had been fashioned into a
representation of the Empire, bound with abanner proclaiming her the
hedlth and hope of the republic, the legend that had appeared on the
coin that bore her image the year before. Her eldest son Congtantinus,
now ten years old, followed on awhite pony.

Next was afloat depicting the battle of the Hellespont in which
the fleet led by Crispus had destroyed the much larger force belonging
to Licinius. It was quite effective, | thought, with mode ships poised on
aslver sea. Crigpus himsdlf came after, resplendent as Apollo in full
armour, mounted on aflighty Iberian mare who danced and tossed her
head at each new wave of cheering.



My own cart looked rather like ashrine, with columnsand a
gilded pediment, for | had inssted on some kind of shade before
would consent to participate in the procession. Itslegend bore the
words " Securitas Republicae’.

| felt lessand less like the Security of the State as the morning
wore on, for the jolting of the cart set every bone to aching despite the
deep pillowsthat cushioned my throne. At least, thisearly in the year,
the weather was ill cool enough that | did not suffocate in my tiff
robes, but it seemed to me that a painted statue would have done as
wall.

Inatraditiona Triumph, the floats would have been followed by
the animals garlanded for sacrifice, but Constantine had replaced the
pagan custom with two ranks of white-clad youths and maidens, singing
hymns and waving palm branches, and the senior Chrigtian clergy of the
city, led by the Patriarch Sylvester, in their festive robes. Theimperid
bodyguards who escorted them carried the labarum, the gilded spear
with atransverse bar which was at once areligious banner and a
military standard. At itstop was ajewel led wreath surrounding the
Greek letters"Chi" and "Rho", which in the years snce Congantine's
victory at the Milvian Bridge had come to signify the beginning of
Christ'sname.

By now, thefirst part of the procession had madeits careful way
down the Sacred Way past the basilica Maxentius had begun and
Congtantine had completed and the old shrines that nestled against the
base of the Pdatine Hill, and was moving up and around the hill
crowned by the temple to the Capitoline Jove. In order to endure the
incessant jolt and sway, | found mysdlf retreating into atranced satein
which it seemed to methat it was not | that was moving, but al the
fading glories of old Rome that were passing before my eyes.

But even as we curved back to the paace on the Pdatine where
the feast was being prepared, | could hear arising tide of sound behind



me as the Emperor was borne onward in a chariot drawn by two
snowy horses, blazing like the sun-god in cloth of gold.

"Congantinugl" they shouted, " 1o Constantine, "

Twenty years ... | thought dimly, it has been twenty years
since Constantius died. Oh my beloved, look down from among
the blessed spirits and regjoice in the triumph of our son!

Summer came early that year, bringing with it acrop of rumours
as bountiful asthe growing grain. | had declined to accompany
Congtantine's triumpha progress through the rest of the Empire, and he
had |eft me as his deputy in Rome, with authority to draw upon the
Treasury. But evenin my palace | heard that people were predicting
that the Emperor, having reigned for twenty years, would follow
Diocletian's example and abdicate in favour of hisglorious €dest son.

But others denied it, and pointed out that Crispus was being kept
tethered at hisfather's Sde while the government of Galliawent to
young Congtantinus. A young patrician caled Ceionius Rufius Albinus
had been arrested for seducing agirl, and Crispus, who was hisfriend,
was held guilty by association.

| found that hard to believe, for | knew my grandson was il in
love with hiswife, who had given him ason who died and then alittle
girl. But there were other whispers that were more disturbing. The
crime of Crispus was to be too successful, too good. And | could not
help remembering that on the day of the procession, the crowd had
cheered asloudly for him asit did for Congtantine.

And s0, it was not so much with surprise as with the shock with
which aman who has been ailing hears the physician's sentence that |
heard that Crispus had been arrested and taken to the town of Pola,
whichisin lllyriaat the head of the Adriatic sea



The order for the boy's arrest had been sent from Sirmium, but
Congantine could move swiftly when the mood was on him, and no
one was quite sure where he was now. My immediate response was to
write an impassioned |etter pleading with the Emperor to reconsider
and send it off with atrusted messenger.

Qurdy, | thought, Constantine will do no more than keep
Crispus under guard for a while. But why should the boy have been
arrested at al? Crispus was hisown child, but | could not help
remembering that his sster Constantina had begged the Emperor to
gpare thelives of her husband and son. He had promised their
safety-and executed them all the same. My stomach knotted when |
consdered the possihility that my letter would not reach the Emperor,
or worse dill, might fail to move him.

Butif I did not know whereto find Congtantine, | did know
where they were holding Crispus, and | had theimperia Tablet of
Authority which the Emperor had given me when he left Rome. My
bones ached at the very thought of travel, but by the time the sun rose
the next morning | wasin aswift carriage with an escort of German
guards clattering behind me and Cunoardaa my side, heading north
from Rome.

In the heat of summer it was aterrible journey, for our shortest
route was the Flaminian Way over the spine of Itdlia Changing horses
at each post-house, it took us aweek of travel, and | was half-dead by
the time we reached Anconaon the Adriatic Sea. The sight of the
imperid Tablet and the few pieces of gold bought methe servicesof a
swift liburnian gdley, and after aday and anight and another day upon
the ocean, the rugged coast of the Istrian peninsula came into view.

"l will demand to see my grandson, and get to the bottom of
this, | told mysdlf asthelitter we had hired in the port swayed up the
road. If Crispus has done something that the Emperor
misconstrued ... | siopped the thought. | had spent aweek imagining



things that might have made Congtantine believe his son was betraying
him. Further speculation was pointless now. Polawasatypica
provincia town, with agrid of streets built around the crossroads, an
amphitheatre and baths on the outskirts and temples, shops and
dwellings farther in. We passed through the gate to the forum and
pushed through the crowd to the basilica. As | waited for the officer
who commanded my guard to find me someonein authority | redized
that the people | could see through the curtains of the litter were not
ordinary folk gathered for market day.

Men, most of them in the togas of provincia land-owners, stood
infrowning groups asif they had been arguing. A tenson that could not
be attributed to the sudden appearance of atroop of legionarieshung in
theair.

"l will not allow fear to overcome me, | told mysdf, or jump
to conclusions. | have come so far, | can wait a little longer now.

Inalittlewhile my commander emerged with aswegting
magistrateintow. It isthe heat, | thought, but beneath the perspiration
the man's face was white with fear. | had put on the pearl diadem with
which | was dways portrayed on the coinage. | pulled open the
curtainsto let him see.

"l am HaviaHeena Augusta, and | bear the authority of the
Emperor. | wish to see my grandson-l understand you have him here.”

"Yes, Augusta, but-" he squeaked.

"Takemeto him." | swung my legs over the edge of thelitter and
prepared to descend.

Hisface worked. "Yes, Augusta-"

Escorted by the commander and Cunoarda, | followed the



magistrate into the shadows of the baslica. | remember how loudly my
stick tapped on the tiles as we crossed the large centra hall to the row
of officesbehind it. At such times, the mind fastens upon little things.

A man stood on guard before one of the rooms, but the door
was open. The magidtrate stood asideto let megoin.

It had been someone's office, converted into a prison by
replacing the desk with amilitary folding bed. Crispuswaslying there.
Some power beyond volition moved me forwards, noting with an odd
detachment how his golden complexion had aready gone sdllow, the
cheeks beginning to hollow as the flesh changed. Seen thus, thefine
bone structure of his face was even more beautiful.

He had been dead, | judged, for some hours.

Was that wind | felt in the dawning the passing of your spirit,
my beloved? | wondered numbly. Could you not stay long enough
to bid me farewel| ?

Gradualy | became aware that the magistrate was speaking.

"The order came from the Emperor, from Sirmium. The young
Caesar was to be tried by the magistrates, for treason. Evidence was
provided. The Emperor... did not specify how we must impose the
penalty, but we were afraid to let him have aweapon, for we knew his
deedsin battle. He asked then for the desth that was given Socrates. A
Chrigtian priest gave him the rites of the Church before he died..."

| do not know what the man saw in my face, but he stepped
back, swallowing hard. | wanted to rage like amaenad, to order the
men who had condemned my Crispus dain. But they were not to blame.

"What are we to do now, Augusta? There were no orders..."



"Do you have asculptor in thistown? Tell him to bring hiswax to
make a death-mask. Meanwhile, prepare afunera pyre.”

| would have taken the body to throw at Congtantine's feet, but
at this season it was not possible. Shock still numbed most of my
emotions, but afew thoughts were beginning to tir. | would take the
image of Crispusto confront hisfather, and | would have vengeance,
againgt Congtantine himself or againgt those who had driven himto
destroy hischild.

When the magistrate had gone off to do my bidding, | made them
leave me adone with my dead, and alowed the burning spark of grief to
flareinto araging flame at last.

Silently | raged againgt my own denia of power. | had cried out
to God, but now | understood the grest secret, which was that beyond
my own strength there was nothing. How could | believe in agod who
would alow Congantine to do thisthing? It seemed to me then that
men had invented their male God to comfort them in the dark when
Mother wasn't there to hold their hands.

| had been brought up to see the divine with adifferent face, in
Avaon. | thought of the proverb, "God could not be everywhere a
once so0 heinvented Mothers" and it seemed to methat it should be the
other way around, "Mother did not have enough breasts for everyone,
S0 man invented deities enough so that every man would have a Mother
who would never leave him for another..."

Y et the Chrigtians held that their terrible deity wasthe only one.
Sylvester had preached the love of Chrigt, but | wasawoman, and |
knew that the only strength and the only god isthat strength whichiis
there when we are small and helpless, and it wasfor that support that |
cried out now.

I remembered Hecuba, wailing over the death of Troy, old and



stricken with age and powerless, seeing her daughters raped,
imprisoned, scattered one by oneto the far corners of the earth,
destroyed, maddened, their children taken from them. .. But even
Hecuba had not had to endure the sorrow of seeing abeloved
grandchild daughtered by hisfather, who was her own dear son. This
was my punishment, | thought, for denying my gods.

By thetime| caught up with Congtantine in Treveri, dmost two
months had passed, and autumn was beginning to tint the leaves with
shades of bronze and gold. The town had grown since | had last seen
it. Constantine's grest basilica had been completed, and so had the
baths. Aswe passed beneath the great arch of the gate and turned
down the main thoroughfare towards the palace | noticed the changes
with aweary curiosty.

By now our caravan had grown to include a cart for the baggage
inwhich Cunoardawas riding, and a second set of bearersfor thelitter,
for | could no longer endure any other form of transportation. It was
only large enough for one person, but | was not aone, for the
death-mask of Crigpus and the urn that held his ashes were my
companions.

During thelong journey we had held many conversations, Crispus
and I.I knew that the bearers had told the others how they heard me
murmuring behind the curtains. | could see how Cunoarda sought for
sgns of madness when she looked into my eyes. But they could not
hear that other voice that answered, as Crispustold me of hislovefor
his Helena and the little daughter who was l€eft to them, of hispridein
hisvictories, and the hopes he had cherished for afuture which now
would never be.

It was aswdll, | thought as the gates to the palace swung open,
that my journey had been long enough to cool my rage. Now, my
purpose was hard as quenched stedl. No one was safe, if Constantine
could kill hisown son, and while thelife of an old woman was of little



vaue, | wanted to live long enough to see justice done.

| pretended not to hear the whispers as the servants settled mein
my old gpartments, or the curious glances at the bundle | cradled in my
arms. All of the staff here were new. Drusillahad died long ago, and
Viteliahad retired to Londinium, and most of the people who had
served Crispus and his Helena had been sold off aswell. Congtantine
and Faustawere dill at the summer paacein the hills north of the town.
| wondered how long it would take him to get up the nerve to cometo
me

The next morning | ordered my bearers to take me to the home
of young Helends parents, where she had been living while Crispus
was with the Emperor. Lenawas, as my grandson had told me,
beautiful, with pale skin and smooth dark hair. But that white skin was
amost tranducent, and when | embraced her | could fed thefine
bones, asif her own grief were gnawing at her from within.

In all her life she has never known tribulation, | thought,
releasing her. She does not know how to survive. Then the nursemaid
brought inlittle Crispa, dmost ayear and ahalf old and bright asa
sunbeam, and | sat down so that | could take my great-grand-daughter
into my arms. What future awaited this child? | wondered as | breathed
in the sweet scent of her hair.

"My Crigpuswas no traitor,” murmured Lenaasthe child did
from my armsand ran to her. "He could never have done what they say
of him. He loved the Emperor.”

"l know it, and | swear to you that | will vindicate hismemory,” |
answered her. Inscriptions and statues to Crispus were being defaced
aready as men sought to rewrite the past by damnatio memoriae."In
the meantime, you must write to me and tell me how you are getting on.
Be brave and take care of yoursdf for the sake of your child.”



Her eyesfilled with tears. "l will try..."

That evening, the court arrived. | waited for some word from
Congtantine, but in the morning it was Bishop Ossiuswho cameto me.

"Heiswaiting for you." The bishop's gaze flicked to my face and
then away. "I know what you have cometo say. | havetried, mysdf, to
remonstrate with the Emperor for this... atrocity. But he does not seem
to hear me. | think it preys upon hismind, but he will not faceit. Come,
perhaps amother's words will reach him where mine cannot.”

"If they do not," | said softly as | picked up the silk-wrapped
bundle | had brought so far, "I have something here that may."

We moved adong acorridor which terrified rumour had emptied.
They werewise, | thought as| limped after Bishop Ossius, my black
robes hissing like the whisper of Nemesisaong thetiles. When the
gods quarrel, mortals must take cover lest astray thunderbolt destroy
them aswdll.

Congantine was gtting in the little dining room, whose
ochre-painted walls were frescoed with scenesfrom the Aneid. Light
from the door to the garden lay like a barrier across the mosaic floor,
but the Emperor was sitting in shadow. A flagon wason thelittleinlaid
table, and awine cup in hishand. | paused by the door.

"Augudus..." the Bishop said softly.

"Have you cometo nag me again, Ossus?' Congantine
answered tiredly without looking up. ™Y ou spesk of the laws of heaven,
but I am responsible for the Empire. Y ou have no right to reproach
n'E-"

Ossius gtarted to object that he was responsible for the
Emperor's soul, but my gesture silenced him.



"Perhaps not, but hereis onewho does" Pulling the cloth away, |
stepped forwards and thrust Crispus's death-mask into the light.

"My son!" Congtantine recoiled, hands splayed in sdf-protection,
and the table lurched and sent cup and flagon flying. Spilled wine
spread like atide of blood acrossthetiles.

Congtantine's gaze moved from the mask to the wine and then,
findly, to me. Hisface was pasty and there were dark circles under his
eyesasif he had been unwell.

"l hadto doiit! I had no choice!" he cried. "God called meto
sacrificethe son | loved, just like Abraham, but He provided no
substitute, no lamb. So Crispus must have been guilty! God would not
be so crud!™

His head swung back and forth, eyesbulging, asif he could not
seemeat dl. | wondered suddenly if he ever had seen me, or only an
icon that he called "mother”, with no more resemblance to the person |
redlly was than aholy image painted on awall.

"Did God send you avision, or wasit some mortal who
persuaded you, Congtantine? What did you think Crispus had done?"
Did he even know who was talking to him, or was my voice echoing
the accusations of hisown soul?

"He wanted me to abdicate, and when | would not he was going
to rebel against me-he had consulted an oracle! He meant to make
Faustahiswifeto legitimize hisrule. Another civil war would have
destroyed the Empire. Crispus consorted with sinners. He was an
adulterer, and God would have cursed us dl. One God, one
Emperor-we must have unity, can't you understand?'

Fausta! Perhaps Congtantine did not understand, but for me, a
picture was beginning to come clear.



"Isthat what Faustatold you?' | said in adtill voice. "Has she
given you hard proof of dl this-or any proof at dl? Did you alow
Crispusto defend himself-did you ask him any questions, or were you
afraid to see the judgment of God in his clear eyes?'

Congtantine flinched at each question, but he was till shaking his
head in denid.

"You arewrong' You hate her because sheisthe half-sster of
Theodora, who took my father from you! But Fausta'sfirst loyaty has
aways been to me-she told me when her father was plotting against
me, she supported me againgt her own brother-"

" She betrayed her own blood for the sake of power-do you think
shewould hesitate to sacrifice yours?' | spat back at him. "She did this
for the sake of her own sons, not for you, intending that one day they
would give her the authority you have given mel”

"Y our mother speaks reason, my lord,” said Ossius softly. "My
investigations have reveaed no evidence of treachery.”

"Areyou atraitor too?' A vein bulged at the Emperor'stemple as
he turned. "I had to safeguard the succession,” he said then. "Crispus
was only a half-brother. There would have been war between him and
Congtantinus. .. Faustakept on and on about it, and | could see how
the peopleloved him....."

"Did you think she would poison you in adish of mushroomsas
Agrippina poisoned the Emperor Claudius, for the sake of her son?"

"She said that Crispus had tried to make loveto her!" he cried.
"Y ou are not Abraham-you are Theseus, and afool!" | raged,

waving the mask in hisface until he cowered away. "Evenif he had
tried, which I do not for amoment believe, what kind of snisafailed



seduction compared to the murder of your own child? Perhagpsthe
Chrigtian god can forgive you-He allowed hisown sonto die! No
pagan deity could forgive such acrime!™

Like agreat treefdling, Constantine sank to hisknees. "God has
abandoned me..." he whispered.

"God will forgive you." With areproachful look a me, Bishop
Ossius stepped past and set his hand on the Emperor's head. "But you
must repent and make retitution.”

"If it is Faustawho persuaded you to this deed then you must
punish her," | echoed. "Do it, or Crispuswill forever haunt you, and so
will 11"

"God, have you forsaken me?' whispered Congtantine. "Father,
forgivemefor my most grievoussn..."

"Leave us," whispered the Bishop, pointing towards the door. "
will ded with him now.”

I nodded, for | was sick and shaking, and had no desire to watch
asthe master of the Roman world grovelled before his god.

For therest of that day | lay in adarkened room, refusing food.
Cunoardathought | wasill, but if so, it was asickness of the soul. | was
waiting, though until | heard the shouting late that afternoon | did not
know what | had been waiting for.

| was dready stting up when Cunoarda hurried into my chamber.

"Lady! The Empress Faugtais dead!”

"How did it happen?’ | snapped back. "Wasit an execution?' |
had demanded Fausta's punishment, but | had not expected



Congtantine to compound one crime by committing another, scarcely
lessterrible.

"No one seemsto know," Cunoardareplied. " She had goneto
the new baths, and guards came to take her to the Emperor, but before
they could arrest her they heard screaming. Someone had raised a
duiceto let in the scalding water, and Faustawas caught in it, boiled to
desth in her bath! They are bringing the body back now. They say itis
horrible to see.” Her voice shook with an awful suppressed glee.

"Crispus, you are avenged!" | sank back upon the bed,
wondering why the knowledge only increased my desolation.

My son had become amongter, a the mercy of hisfears. But
was | any better, who had urged him to an equa crime?

Of course there was an investigation, but no one ever learned
how the accident had been arranged. In truth, athough the Emperor
meant to punish her, | am not certain that the manner of Faustals desth
was ordered by Congtantine. Crispus had been very popular in this city
where he had governed for so long, and it is possible that some servant
at the baths, hearing that the Empress was condemned, had taken
advantage of the opportunity to give her aforetaste of the hell she so
richly deserved.

CHAPTER NINETEEN
AD 327-8
" think you should see him," said Bishop Sylvester. "I believethe

Emperor to be sincerely repentent, but heis il troubled in mind. They
say he has caused a sculptor to make a golden image of his son which



he has placed in akind of oratory. He stands before it, lamenting.
Perhapsyou can givehim esse..."

| stared at him in amazement. Surely | wasthe last person to offer
Congtantine comfort now.

"1 know that you are till grieving, and perhaps you blamethe
Emperor for what happened, but if Christ could forgive His murderers
as He hung on the Cross, can we do less?’

I might havefound it eeder, | thought grimly, if my son had sinned
againg me. | had spent the eight months since the death of Faustain
Rome, but neither in the new chapd that had been made from one of
the rooms of my palace nor in the church of Marcellinus and Petrus,
had | attended any service of the Christian faith. Nor had | entered any
temple of the old religion. | was bereft of both Goddess and God.
Indeed, since returning, | had hardly stirred beyond my own doors.

They say that the old dwell much on the padt, asif reiving their
lives backwards towards the beginning. Certainly | preferred to
remember the days when Constantius and | had been young together,
and more and more often, the dreams that filled my nights were of
Avaon. | knew that my servantsfeared | was dying, and with good
reason, for | was now in my seventy-seventh year, and life held nothing
that | till desired.

| suspected, also, that while | was away the Syrian girl, Martha,
had said more about the manner of her hedling than | would have liked.
When | did go abroad, people bowed even more deeply than my rank
required, and offerings of flowerswere often left at my gates.

In the same period, Congtantine had relieved hisfedings by
directly attacking pagan rdligion for thefirst time. He had the prophets
of Apollo a Didymaand Antioch killed, and destroyed the shrine of
Aestlepius at Aigai. But the grester part of hiswrath was directed



towardswheat he called immordity. Increasingly strict laws againgt
seduction, even when it was awilling € opement, were prescribed, and
the temples where priestesses served Aphrodite pulled down.

| heard Sylvester clear histhroat and redlized that he was il
wating.

"The Emperor isin the audience chamber, Augusta. It isnot good
for mother and son to live in estrangement. If you do not fed well
enough to rise, may he cometo you here?'

I have no son, | thought bitterly, but | nodded. Constantine was
dill the Emperor.

Cunoarda rearranged the folds of my woollen mantle more
becomingly. Spring had cometo Rome, but | till felt cold. These days
| spent most of my timein the small chamber with its British
hangings-Congtantine had never been here before. The dogs, sensing
my tension, got up as he entered, and | motioned them back to their
accustomed place a my feet.

"Are you not happy with your palace, Mother?' he asked,
looking around him. " Surely you have somewhereto St that ismore. ..

appropriate..."

Bishop Sylvester, whose own private chambers were even less
luxurious, winced alittle, but kept ill.

"The room is comfortable and easy to keep warm. Y ou must
forgive an old woman her eccentricities, my lord," | replied.

"But your hedlth isgood-" Helooked at me in sudden concern.
"Youcantrave."

| frowned. "Where would you send me?' Was | about to be



exiled?

Congantine straightened, his expression brightening. "To the Holy
Land, mother, to Palestine!"

| blinked up at him, confused. | knew that Jesus had lived in
Pdestine, but after dl, his own country had rgected him. These daysit
was one of the poorest of our provinces. Antiochiaand Alexandria
werethe great Christian centres of the Empire.

"Our Lord once walked that sacred earth! Every stone He
touched is holy. But except for Caesarea, there are only afew
house-churchesin the entire province. The Sites of His miracles, which
should be thronged with pilgrims, have no shrined" Congtantiné'sface
flushed with excitement.

"Thet is unfortunate, but | do not understand-"

"1 will build them! Work at the Site of the Holy Sepulchreis
progressing. Bishop Macarius has sent me some pieces of the True
Cross dready-1 will give you one for your chapd here. To beautify the
placeswhere God manifested Himsdlf will be my penance and my
offering. Surely then Hewill forgive memy great sn!"

An offering, | thought cynically, but hardly a penance, except
perhaps for those whose taxes would support this ambitious
programme of construction. | nodded, still wondering why my blessing
was required.

"l want to do it now, but the Visigoths are restless and the
Persianswill have to be dedlt with soon. | cannot take the timeto visit
Pdestine, but you could go as my representative. Y ou would know
how to find the sacred places and how to bless them,” he drew bregath
and added ingenuoudy, "and show the East that the family of the
Emperor isdtill strong!™



"That would be adifficult journey for awoman of my years" |
sad, trying to conced my astonishment.

"Eusebius of Caesareawill take good care of you. Pdegstineisa
land flowing with milk and honey, and the suniswarm Congtantine's
voice was cgoling, but hiseyeswere full of dreams.

"1 will haveto pray over this..." That was something to which he
could not object.

"1 must go now, but Bishop Sylvester isstill here. He will
explain." Congantine sarted to embrace me, his sanguine smilefdtering
alittle as his eyes met mine, and compromised by kissng my
outstretched hand.

"You aredtill angry,” said Sylvester when the Emperor had | ft
us, "and you have good cause. But nonetheless | ask you to make this

journey.

"Why?' | ragped. "What possibleinterest should | havein vidting
the holy places of areligion whose protector isresponsible for such
deeds as Congtantine has done?"

"God Himsdlf grieved as you grieve when He saw what men did
to His Son, but He did not destroy humankind. When you consider
how far we Chrigtians are from perfection, isit not a proof of our
religion that it has survived at al? Go to Paestine, Helena, not for the
Emperor, but for yourself. In the desert, God spesks clearly. If thereis
any purpose to thistragedy, perhaps you will cometo understand it
there”

I made him some neutral answer, and presently he left me done. |
was determined to wait until Constantine had left Rome and then send
him my refusal, but that night | dreamed that | stood in asere land of
golden sand and white stone, beside asilver sea. It was aplace of



terrible beauty, a place of power. And | knew, even as| gazed upon
that bleached landscape, that | had seen it before.

It was only when | woke, perspiring, that | redlized thet it was not
fromthislifethat | recognized it, but from the vison that had come at
my initiation into womanhood on Avaon. | understood then that there
might gtill be something left for meto do, and that thisjourney to the
Holy Land was my destiny.

Congantine, having got hisway, spared no expensein
transporting me to Caesarea, the port that the infamous Herod had built
two centuries before. In the middle of August, | took ship from Ostia
with Cunoarda and Martha, for they had sworn not to leave me even
though | had freed them both some time before. We made aleisurely
progress around the toe of Italia, past the shores of Graeciato Greta,
where we took on fresh food, and then straight acrossto the Asian
coast.

We camein with the setting sun behind us, illuminating the flat
grip of tilled land, sorich in orchards and vineyards, and therising
ground beyond it with arich, golden glow. The fortressloomed over
one horn of the little harbour, with the walled town behind it, but more
whitewashed buildings showed among the trees to the south, and aswe
drew closer | could see the smooth crescent of the amphithestre, its
tiered seats facing the sea.

Since the second Jewish rebdllion had |eft Hierosolymain ruins
Caesarea had been the capita of Palestine. Here the Procurator had his
palace, and it was here that Eusebius, the senior bishop for the
province, had his church and see. | could see why the Romans liked
it-in climate and atmosphere it reminded me strongly of the areaaround
Baee

Onthethird day after my arriva, when | was sufficiently rested,
my bearers carried me from the Procurator's palace to dine with



Eusebius at alittle house he had among the olive groves above the
town. It was now the end of summer, and our couches had been
arranged on aterrace where we could watch the sunset and wait for
the relief the sudden drop in temperature brought at the end of the day.

"It isabeautiful country,” | said, Spping some of theloca wine.

"The coagtd dripisfertile, if itiscared for," anwered Eusebius,
"and some of the valey of the Jordan, and around Lake Tiberiasin the
Gdiilee. Inland, the country grows arid, fit for grazing, and farther south
itisdesert, fit only for scorpions.”

Herein his own home he looked more relaxed, but he wasthe
samethin, sallow-skinned intellectua | had met in Nicomedia. It was
said that the library he had amassed here was better, especidly in
relation to the Church, than anything in Rome, and he was noted as an
gpologist and historian. | estimated his age at about ten yearslessthan
my own.

"My lady is unaccustomed to heat,” said Cunoarda. "1 hope that
shewill not be required to spend much timein the wilderness.”

Eusebius cleared histhroat. "Augusta, may | speek fredy?' |
gestured permission, lifting an eyebrow in enquiry, and he went on. "If
the decision were mine, you would not berequired to travel at al. To
identify the places associated with our Lord can be auseful aid to faith,
but to make them places of veneration and pilgrimege, asif they werein
themsalves haly, isto fal into the error of the pagans and the Jews. The
religion of Moses was founded upon the Holy City, but even the name
of Hierosolyma has been lost. Without the Temple, their rdigion must
die. No Jewslivein Adia Capitolinanow."

| lifted one eyebrow. There were Jawsin every grest city inthe
Empire. The ones| had known in Londinium seemed to be flourishing.
Perhaps Hadrian had reinvented Judaeaand turned it into Palestine, but



the Jews seemed to have reinvented their rdigion aswell. Still, | knew
better than to say 0.

"But there are Chrigtians-" | probed gently instead. Sylvester had
taken careto brief me on the rivary between Eusebius and Bishop
Macarius of AeliaCapitalina.

He shrugged. "A smdl community. And the locations of some of
the sites associated with the incarnation of the Christos are known.
Since the Emperor has ordered it, | will be happy to escort you there.”

"Wemust dl obey the Emperor,” | agreed blandly.

Two days later we began our journey, following the ViaMaris
southwardsin easy stages across the Plain of Sharon. For methere
was alitter with two teams of trained bearers, while Cunoarda, Martha
and Eusebius rode mules. Through the gauze curtain | could seethe
flash of sunlight on the helmets of my escort, sent to guard me and the
chests of coin with which I, on behdf of the Emperor, would fund the
building of churchesin those places| deemed worthy. The rhythmic
clash and tramp of the rearguard echoed from behind.

In Rome, | had been a dying woman, and when | set out upon
thisjourney the Emperor had forced upon me | had hoped the stress of
travel would release me from my pain. And indeed, it was doing so, but
instead of degth, | drew in life with each bresth of the warm,
salt-scented air. Was Paestineindeed aHoly Land, or wasit only that
| was at last returning to the path of my destiny?

The road passed through open woodlands where umbrella pines
mingled with oak and hazelnut. Each day, the hills on our left grew taler
and more rugged, clothed in grey-green scrub and the last of the golden
grass. The heat of the air was rlieved by the breeze from the sea.
Inland, one found fields of barley, and mud houses whose gardens
were planted with pomegranate and fig and vine.



At night | dept on awell-cushioned folding bed in atent of yellow
slk, with warm blankets to kegp me from the damp chill asnight
released the moisture from the air. Martha or Cunoardalay on apallet
before the door. In this land, which was so close to her homeland,
Marthabloomed like aflower. Cunoardasfair skin burned and pedled,
but she did not complain. As| spent moretimein his company, | began
to redize that Bishop Eusebius was a complex man. He had survived
the persecutions without losing either hisreputation or hislife, and
managed to avoid being caught on thelosing Sde of the Arian
controversy. Now hefaced agreater chalenge.

Chrigtiansin the West had had amost twenty yearsto learn how
to take advantage of Congtantine's enthusiasm, but in the East, athough
Licinius had granted them toleration, only in the past two years had they
begun to ded with the temptations of privilege. Eusebiusstheology of a
kingdom not of thisworld must have been perfectly suited to an
embeattled urban community surrounded by pagan iconography. From
all accounts, the Romans had done their best to deprive Pdestine of
any spiritua sgnificance at dl. But Constantine had made it quite plain
that he intended to reinvent the Holy Land, replacing the mythology of
the older faiths with that of the new, just as he spoke now of founding a
new Rome to replace the ancient capital with itsweight of higtory. The
notion had an epic grandeur which evenin my current seate of disliuson
| had to admire. Whether it wastruly Christian, | did not know. But
Eusehius, if he wanted to survive, would have to go dong withiit.

Past Joppa our road turned inland, following a streambed,
bearing only atrickle of water at thistime of year, into the hills. Theair
was drier here, though the people of the country laughed when | said
s0. Thiswas nothing compared to the land beyond the river Jordan,
which flowed into alake that was even more sdt than the sea.
Fortunatdly, aswe climbed, we | eft behind us the damp hegt of the
coadtal plain, and made better time.

Asday followed golden day, we wound aong the road through



the hills until one morning we rounded a dope and saw, on the height
acrossthe curving valey, Adia Capitoling, which had once been cdled
Hierosolyma

The walls had been built from the locd stone, cream and gold
with rusty stains asif al the blood that had been shed in this place had
soaked into the ground. Huts clung to the dopes below them, with the
remains of roads to show that once there had been more dwellings
there. Thetiled roofs of some of the principa Roman buildings were
vigble above the wal. Thiswasthe town that Hadrian had built after
the last Jawish rebdlion two hundred years before. Clearly it wasthe
City of David no longer. How, | wondered, would it be changed by
becoming the City of Congtantine?

Then the bearerslifted my litter, | let the gauze curtains drop and
we began thejourney'sfind stage.

These days, Adiawasamilitary town, existing to serve the Tenth
Legion which had been gtationed here to guard againgt invasion from
the east or loca rebdlion. Its commander lived in the fortress, and the
house of the bishop, Macarius, was amodest place with no room for
vigtors, located outside the walls on Mount Sion. However one of the
few wealthy merchantsin the city had been only too happy to vacate
his house for the visit of the mother of the Emperor. He himsdf had
aready set out for his other residencein Alexandria, so | need fed no

guilt for having dispossessed him.

The next morning, the bishop himsdf arrived to escort meto the
gte of the Holy Sepulchre. It seemed to me that he greeted Eusebius
with ahint of pioustriumph, asif he dready had the primacy of
Pdedinein hisgrasp. But Macariuswas growing frail, while Eusebius
was aveteran of Church politics. No matter what relics were found
here, | did not think he would be dethroned so easlly.

"It may not look asif we have made much progress,” said Bishop



Macarius gpologeticaly, "but indeed the place looks very different than
it did afew months ago. The abomination that was the Templeto
Venusisgone, and we are making good progressin removing the
rubble with which they covered the sacred ground.”

Rubble indeed, | thought as| gazed around me. Severd marble
columns, which some thrifty architect had saved for re-use e sawhere,
lay stacked at one end of the forum, which was littered with ropes and
other gear. Workmen were emerging from the excavation beyond it like
S0 many ants, bent beneath wicker baskets of earth and stone, and
dumping their loads onto a steadily increasing pile. Women, their
wrappings o impregnated with dust they seemed themsdlvesto be
crestures of the soil, were picking over the rubble.

"Each night waggons take the sifted earth to the valley to extend
thefidds" said Macarius. Thelarger stones are saved for building, and
thelittle ones will be used to repair the roads when the winter rains
come. And sometimesthey find other things-vessels of pottery or glass,
apiece of jewellery, or coins. It isthe coinswe seek above all.”

"To help defray the cost of the work?”

Macarius shook his head. "Not entirely. We alow the workersto
keep what they find, or they would try to hide things, and we might
misssomerdic of our Lord. So long asthe coinswefind are later than
thetime of Tiberius, we will know that we must dig deeper.”

I nodded, amused, and alittle surprised, to find the old man so
practical.

"In the gospels,”" he went on, "we are told that soldiers diced for
Chrigt's clothing at the very foot of the Cross. May we not hope that
when the earth shook and the heavens were darkened they might have
dropped some of their winnings there?"



At that moment one of the women held up something smal, and
the Bishop limped over to see.

"Thistalk of reicsis superdtition, though hisideaabout dating the
coins shows a sound grasp of history," said Eusebiusbesde me. "It is
the empty tomb, the Sign of the Resurrection, that should concern us
here

Together we moved closer to the excavation. "In the time of the
Incarnation,” he went on, "this spot wasjust outsde the city wals. But
the new wal| that was built by Herod Agrippaincluded it, and when
Hadrian refounded the city he placed the forum here, at the crossroads.”

One could count on Eusehiusto stick to thefacts, | thought as|
gazed at the gnawed earth below. A knob of rock seemed to be
emerging to one sde. Still, there was something rather engaging about
Macariuss smple enthusiasm.

"l have heard it said that the Emperor placed the Temple of
Aphrodite there on purpose, to scandalize the Chrigtians.”

Eusebius shrugged. " Perhaps, though he was not one of the greeat
persecutors. It isthe Jewswho earned hiswrath. | suspect that Hadrian
put the temple here smply because it was convenient, and the Stewas
covered in an attempt to leve it."

| could see his point. The city was set on a plateau surrounded on
three sdes by canyons, and even thetop had irregularities. The earlier
wall had ended where a quarry had bitten deeply into the ground, but
beyond it the ground rosein ahill. | could see what |ooked like the
beginnings of adeeper ditch a the edge of the forum aswell. | knew
that the thought of the events that had taken place on this spot ought to
move me, but | could find no meaning in the confused scene before me
now.



Eusebiusfrowned. "Until the diggers have finished therewill not
be much to see here. Perhaps you should look at some of the other
gtesthe Gdlilee, or perhaps Bethlehem, whichisonly ahalf aday's
journey to the south.”

"To begin at the beginning?' | nodded. For some, like the Bishop,
the proof of hisrdigion wasin the e egance of itstheology. But | came
from a place where power flowed through the earth and gathered in
sacred pools. If God had become Man herein Paestine, surely the
land itsdf would bear witnessin someway to the miracle.

It was the season of the grape harvest, and in the villages, the
people were picking the ripe fruit in thelittle vineyards that patched the
hills. Patient donkeys made their way along the road before us, amost
hidden by the great baskets of grapes they bore. On our journey to
Adlia, | had been insulated from contact with the people, but even the
commander forgot to be suspicious when confronted by laughing girls
who offered him frothing cups of freshly-pressed juice dong the way.

Thevillage of Bethlehem had not changed much since the time of
Jesus. A cluster of flat-roofed mud houses interspersed with
stock-pens and clumps of greenery spread over the hilly ground.

"Do you see where some of the structures are built out from the
dopes?' asked Eusebius. "There are caves behind them that the people
use for stables and storage, because they are cool. They press out the
oil of their olivesthereaswel.”

"Do you mean that Jesuswas born in acave?'

"A cavethat wasbeing used asastable. Thereit is, ahead of us.
Thisste has been known for along time. The clay manger is4till there”

He did not sound very excited, but by now | had redized that
what mattered to Eusebius was not the place itself but itsvaueasa



historical proof of the Incarnation. Any lack of enthusiasm on his part
was more than made up for by the villagers who swarmed around us,
offering to show the sacred cave.

Somewhat to my surprise, the way was partidly blocked by a
grove of cedar trees.

"It isthe grove of Tammuz," said thelittle girl who had taken my
hand. "The pagans mourn him a the same time as we weep for Jesusin

the spring.”

| blinked at this easy acceptance, but Eusebius had warned me
that some of the Chrigtiansin the country district werelittle better than
pagan themsalves. It did not seem so bad athing to me, if it alowed
themto livein amity.

The cave seemed very dark after the bright afternoon, but an oil
lamp wasflickering, and asmy eyes adjusted | saw the clay feeding
trough where the walls doped sharply inward to the grotto's end. Inside
the manger someone had laid abunch of flowers. It was very dill.

Eusebius had kndlt to pray, with Marthabeside him, but | stood,
eyes closed and feet rooted firmly in the ground, and something that
had been tensed since | had first been ordered to make thisjourney
began to relax. Beneath the scents of old incense and lamp oil and a
hint of goat there was something e se, which after amoment | identified
asthe clean aromaof damp stone. Soneis eternal, | thought, and
moved to the side so that | could lay my hand against the cool surface.
Sone holds memories.

| extended my awarenessinto the rock, searching for impressions
of the padt. For atimedl that came into my mind were the eemental
needs of the beasts that had been kept here. Then, for amoment, |
sensed awoman's pain, the profound relief of birth, and aflare of
ecstasy asthe child was put into her arms. Whatever Jesuswas, | can



believe that he was bom here, | thought then.

When | opened my eyes, Marthaand the little girl were both
gazing not at the manger but at me, with wonder in their eyes.

"l amthirsty," | said briskly. "Isthere water here?’
"A well-among thetrees" whigpered the girl.

It was |ate afternoon by now and the light danted golden through
the grove. Strips of cloth and ribbons had been tied to the branches of
one of them, that overlooked thelittle poal.

"Thusthey dodsoin my ownland,” | laid my hand upon the
rough trunk and closed my eyes, dlowing awarenessto follow thelife
of the tree down to its roots and upward once more to the leaves that
drew in lifefrom the sun.

And then, for amoment it was not atree but afemale body that |
was sensing, feet rooted in the soil and arms reaching for the sky. The
image transmuted and | saw atree trunk carved into the image of the
goddess. Women whirled around her, garlanded with flowers. " Asherah
..." they chanted, " Asherah ..."

These were the Asherim that the prophets cut down in the
Courts of the Temple! | redized in amazement. They were trying to
destroy the Goddess. And it is She, before Tammuz, who was
honoured in this holy grove!

Asthevison released mel redlized that the girl was till spesking-

"Treesarefor the Mother, the Virgin who gives birth to the Child
of Prophecy. In Mamre, which isjust down the road, thereisan
ancient terebinth tree where Abraham dreamed of his descendents. The
family of King David isatree, and Jesusisat thetop of it... | hope



they will not cut these trees down.”

"When | give ordersfor the building of the church here | will ask
the architectsto save them.” | replied.

No doubt Eusebius would have disapproved of the child's mixed
theology, but it seemed to fit that moment, and | redlized that in their
own way, the rustling trees were a so witnesses to the fact that once
more the Mother was being worshipped here.

It was growing dark by the time we got on the road once more.
The villagers had begged usto stay the night and join their celebration,
but | judged that ajourney with my own bed at the end of it would be
lesstaxing than anight on alumpy mattresswith fleas. But aswe
started to descend the last dope | heard a squeal and one of the
soldier's horsesreared.

Above the centurion's curses asthey got the animal camed |
heard a soft whining. "Wait," | caled. "There's something out there.”

"A wild beadt," said the commander, loosening hisjavdin. "But
nothing large enough to hurt us, by the sound of it." Hemotioned to a
trooper to follow him with the torch.

"It soundslikeadog-" | watched the flickering light move aong
the side of theroad.

"Y ou wereright, my lady!" the commander caled back. "It isone
of the wild dogs that roam the hills, with abroken leg. I'll put it out of its

misary.

"Don't harmit!" | cried. "Let one of our menwrap itinacloak so
it can't bite and well take it back to the city.”

"Augusta, you can't make a pet of awild dog!" exclaimed



Eusshius.

"Areyou presuming to tell the Empress Mother what she cannot
do?' Cunoarda asked dangeroudly.

| ignored them, my attention on the squirming mass of red wool
from which emerged a golden, short-furred head with frantic dark eyes.
Gently | spoketo theanima until at last it quieted. Only then did | give
the order to resume our journey.

That night | dreamed | was once more agirl on Avaon, bending
to drink from the sources of the blood spring, where the water trickled
out from acleft in the sde of the hill. In the dream, it was somehow the
same asthe cave in Bethlehem, but now | redlized how much the
opening looked like the gateway to awoman'swomb.

In my dream, | wept for al that | had lost, until there camea
voice that whispered, " ou are the child of Earth and starry
Heaven. Do not forget the soil from which you have sprung..." and
| was comforted.

My foundling proved to be afemale dog just past puppyhood. |
cdled her Leviyah, whichis"Lioness in the Hebrew tongue. She bit
two of the troopers before the legion's horse-doctor could splint her
leg, but once | had put her into asmal dark room she grew camer.
Perhaps she thought it was aden. From thenon | allowed no one else
to bring her food or water, and gradually the dog's panic became
acceptance, and acceptance grew to trust, until she was taking food
frommy hand.

Leviyah remained shy with others, but from then on she followed
at my hedls, hiding benesth my skirts when there was too much
commoation, and pringing forth with bared teeth if she thought me
threatened. She made some of my entourage nervous, but what wasthe
use of being an empressif | could not indulge my whims?



A few weeks later, we made another expedition, to the Mount of
Oliveswhich rose to the east of the city. With age, | had cometo wake
early, though | often needed anap in the afternoon. When Eusebius
suggested that | should arise in time to see the sun rise upon the city, |
agreed, dthough when | emerged into the chill gloom of the hour just
before dawn, | wondered why.

But ingde my litter | waswrapped warmly, and Leviyah radiated
heet against my thigh. We passed through the silent streets and down
into the valey of Kidron, then started up again through the
rubble-strewn dopes and past the garden of Gethsemane, where Jesus
had wrestled with his mortality and been betrayed.

When we reached the summit the stars were fading, and before
us, the dim inchoate mass of the city was assuming shape and meaning,
asif thiswere the morning of Creation and we were watching the first
emergence of theworld. Like Rome, Hierosolymatook much of its
character fromits sacred hills. Now | could make out Mount Moriah,
on which the Jews had built their temple; and glimpse Mount Sion, just
outside the wall on the southern side. More and more buildings became
visble, though they Hill seemed lifdess againgt the grey sky.

And then, of asudden, the air wasfilled with radiance, and my
shadow stretched out before me asif reaching for the luminous city
beyond the gulf of shadow that lay below. Buildings which amoment
before had been lifdess mud and plaster and stone glowed suddenly in
ahundred shades of gold.

"Our Lord stood here," whispered Eusebius, his voice harsh with
unwonted emotion. "He taught his disciplesin the cave benesth our
feet, and He prophesied that not one stone of Hierosolyma should be
left upon another. And Titusfulfilled Hisword."

And yet the city still stands before us, | thought then. |
shivered, recognizing the sink and shift of consciousnessthat was



dteringmy vison. | ill saw Hierosolyma, but now | saw it asa series
of layers, itsoutlines continudly shifting while its essence remained the
same. Words echoed through my awareness.

"The Romans were not the first to destroy this city, nor will
the Jews be the last to lose it. It has fallen many times before, and
will go down in blood and fire and be rebuilt in clean stone again
and again, as one congueror replaces another upon thisland. The
followers of Christ will make it their sacred centre, yet men of a
faith yet unborn shall ruleit until the children of Abrahamreturn
to claimit again.

"And again and again the blood shall flow across those
stones, until not only the three faiths of Jahweh, but all the cults
whose altars have been cast down shall worship here once more.
For I tell you that Hierosolyma isindeed a place of power, and it is
not men who have made it so, but rather they who have been
touched by the force that rises up from the depths of its rock to
seek union with the sky..."

Blinking, | cameto myself once more. The ghostly outlines of the
cities past and yet to come were fading, and the city of the here and
now lay revealed with bruta clarity by the hard light of day. And yet |
knew that those other Hierosolymas were still present, part of the
eterna Holy City that would aways be.

"Lady, are you unwel|?" whispered Cunoarda | found that | was
leaning againg her. Eusebiuswas ill gazing at the view, and | redlized
with relief that | had not spoken aoud.

"A momentary digtraction,” | replied, pulling mysdlf upright.
Eusebius gestured towards the hilltop, where an outcrop of bare

sonewas encircled by olivetrees. "And from this point Christ
ascended into heaven. Christians have worshipped here ever since that



oy

| bowed my head in reverence, but | knew that when | instructed
the architectsto build the church here, it would not crown the summit,
but rise above the cave in the earth where Jesus had revedled to his
followers the deepest mydteries.

That night | dreamed | was climbing amountain. At first | thought
| was ascending the Mount of Oliveswith acompany of Chrigtian
pilgrims, but thiswasasmadler hill, and asthelight grew | saw that it
wasthe Tor. Below | could seethe cluster of beehive huts and the
round church that had been built by Joseph of Arimathea, and | realized
that thiswas Inis Witrin of the monks, not Avaon. And yet, asl
climbed, my vision dtered, and | knew that | was seeing both at once.
And gill my sight sharpened, until | could look benegath the surface of
the Tor to the crystaline structure of caveswithin.

With December, winter came to the Judaean hills, with violent
storms and a perpetual damp chill that bit to the bone. Storms on the
Mediterranean made areturn to Romeinadvisable, work on the
Sepulchre had become dmost impossible, and when | developed a
racking cough that worsened my usua winter breathing problems,
Bishop Eusebius suggested that | move down to Jericho, where it was
warmer, while he stayed to watch over the excavation.

Aswe made our way along the Jericho road, | could seethat the
terrain was changing, the treesthat had clothed the hills around
Hierosolyma giving way to scrub, which diminished until it seemed to
disappear into the stony hills. At the dow pace my aching joints
required it took usthree days to reach the pam-girt oasis whose mud
buildings huddled below the ancient mound. The paace of Herod was
in ruins, but once more, aloca merchant was happy to give up his
house to an empress.

Eventudly | began to fed well enough to explore the surrounding



countryside and give Leviyah achance to run. Compared to the great
rivers of Europe | found the Jordan amodest stream, even when
swollen by the winter rains, but the greenery that edged it made it
pleasant. Venturing farther, we followed the river down to the shores of
the Dead Sea.

To the west, the clouds which were no doubt still drenching
Hierosolyma hung above the hills, but here, the sky was an intense blue.
At this season the folds of the hills sheltered some vegetation, but it
seemed impaossible that men should live here, until our guide pointed out
abrushwood shdlter or ahole in the cliffs where one of the Perfect! had
come to escape the temptations of the world. We made camp below
theruins of aplace cdled Sekakah, where acommunity of Jewish holy
men had lived in earlier days.

Inthisbare land | found a curious peace. A messenger was sent
to bring back the supplies we would need for amore permanent
encampment, and we settled in. | bathed in the saline waters, warm as
blood and so thick with mineralsthat | floated upon the surface like a
child inits mother'swomb. And | took long walks aong the sun-baked
shorewith Leviyah frisking by my sde.

It was during one of these walks, in the middle of the day when
the rocks-water-worn or sculpted into fantastic
mushroom-shapes-blazed white in the sun, that | encountered the old
man. Like me, he had come out to greet the noon, standing with
uplifted arms &t the edge of the sea.

Surprisingly, Leviyah remained il until he had finished his
devations. As she danced up to him, he turned with asmile. But | held
back until he gestured awelcome. Lifein thisarid land had fined him
down to bone and whipcord, his skin too leathery for me even to guess
his age, beyond the evidence of hisgrizzled hair and beard. Savefor a
bit of goatskin tied around his skinny hips hewas unclad.



"] thought you might be one of those who is not permitted to
speak to awoman,” | said when we had turned to look out over the
water again. Itslead-coloured waters shimmered in the sunlight, and |
blinked, trying to pin down the sense that | had lived this moment
before.

"What ismale or femae when we stand as spirits before God? In
the desert, true opposites are obvious-light opposes darkness, heat
battlesthe cold,” he answered. "Truth iseasier to see. Men come here
now to live as anchorites because they can no longer hope for the
martyrdom of blood to wash away their sns. But they are not thefirst
to seek enlightenment in this wilderness. The men of Sekakah lived a
life of purity intheir caves, and our Lord Himself spent forty daysand
forty nightswrestling with illusonsnot so far from here”

"And are you one of those who seek wisdom?' | said, watching
Leviyah hunt among the stones and sticks cast up upon the shore.

"Since before His day there has dways been asmall community
here, passing on certain teachings that the established religions have
forgotten. In times past, persecution was likdly to interrupt traditions. In
these days, | fear that certain aspects of the ancient wisdom will
become unacceptable to achurch that islearning how to live with
wedlth and power."

"Why do you say such thingsto me?' | asked, focusing on his
face a last. Suddenly | was certain that | had seen him before. "1 am
the mother of the Emperor.”

"Eveninthislifethat isnot dl you are-" he reached out and
touched the spot where once the crescent of Avalon had blessed my
brow. How had he known? My forehead was deeply lined and my skin
browned by the sun; the old tattoo was no more than a discoloration
now.



"By this| recognize you asasigter in atradition kindred to my
own, aninitiate of the Mysteries™

| gazed a him in astonishment. From timeto time | had met
priests of the Mediterranean gods who recognized that behind al their
cultslay agreater truth, but | had never expected to hear a Christian

Speak thisway.

"And there is something more. | have had avision," he said then.
"For atimethe holy Joseph-he in whose tomb Christ was laid -dwelt
among us, before he sailed away acrossthe sea. Inmy vison, he
appeared and told me that you would come. When | saw you, | wasto
Speak these words:

" 'Follow the setting sun to your journey's beginning, and
through the mists of morning you shall pass between the worlds...'
"Does this mean something to you?'

| remembered now-twice, | had dreamed this. | nodded,
weeping, though the warm air dried my tears before they could fall.

CHAPTER TWENTY
AD 327-328

Wetraveled up to the Holy City just before the Feast of the
Resurrection. On the lower dopes, the vivid green of spring was
aready ripening to summer gold, but the heights around Hierosolyma
were bright with new leaf and meadows jewelled with red buttercups,
with little pinkish-purple orchids and hairy flax and ahost of other



flowers. It seemed that every migrating bird in this part of theworld
flew over Pdegtine, and the air rang with their cries.

"Reoice! Rgoiceinthe spring!” they sang, "Kore returnsfrom
Hades, and the Son of God arises from the tomb!"

On the dopes around the city dense colonies of rock-rose were
covered with snowy white bloom, as were the spiky sprays of desert
thorn. Insde the gates, one became suddenly aware of hidden gardens
when atrill of birdsong and awhiff of perfume came drifting over awall.

Bishop Macariuss round face was as bright asthe flowers, in the
past two months his diggers had made great progress. They had
unearthed ahard knob of stone which was clearly the site of the
Crucifixion, and laid bare the hillsde beyond it, into whose dopes had
been dug anumber of tombs. But his very success presented anew
problem, for none of the openings till held bodies, so how were they
to tel from which one the angel had rolled back the stone?

With my stick to steedy me on one Side and a strong young priest
ready to catch me on the other, | crossed the ditch and made my way
across the uneven ground. A philosopher would have welcomed the
current Situation as away to test the hypothesisthat great events can
sanctify alocation, for thisSite, though historica, had been inaccessible
until now. At Bethlehem and the Mount of Olives, the devotion of two
centuries had left an impression, and there, | could not be entirely
certain whether the images | was perceiving came from the events that
had taken place there or the focused yearnings of the pilgrimswho
believed inthem. To Eusebius, amply identifying the location wasa
powerful ad to faith, but Macarius, and Constantine, wanted a place of
power.

| paused, turning to my left to study the knob of stone.

"We bdievethisto be the place they called Golgotha, because it



looked like askull. The stone here is more fissured than therest, and |
suppose that iswhy it was not quarried." Macarius pointed to the
uneven surface.

| laid one hand upon the stone, and after along moment jerked it
away, shuddering at the echoes of agony it retained. "Surely thiswasa
place of execution-the very sonestill cry out in pain,” | whispered,
though | could not say with certainty whose it had been.

There was amurmur of awe from behind me and | Sghed,
redlizing the story would be dl over the city before night fell.

"Be comforted, my lady," said the young priest when he saw how
| had been shaken. "Behold the empty tomb!”

Therewerein fact two chambersin the sde of the hill that were
gtill in good condition, and severd othersthat might have been tombs
before the stone crumbled away. Clearly neither Eusebius nor Macarius
had dared to make a choice for fear the other would object to it. I,
representing the Emperor, was expected to decide.

To those with the skill to sense such things, placesretain
memories of great deeds that have been done there. But thistomb,
unlike al others, wasimportant because the body of Jesus had not
remained within.

"We mugt pray to God to guide us..." | told them. "Celebrate the
Divine Servicesfor the holy days on this spot, and perhaps He will
communicate Hiswill."

Palm Sunday had aready passed, and the town wasfull of
vigtors. Theair throbbed with tension asthe Church, triumphant in the
Emperor'sfavour, launched into the traditiona round of ceremonies,
and the tide of devotion carried me adong. On the eve of Good Friday |
went once moreto the Site, hoping for inspiration.



The tombs gave me no help, but as| returned, | noticed in the
ditch asprig of green. One of the workmen dug it up for meand | took
it back to my chamber, where Cunoarda, who was accustomed to my
eccentricities, found apot for meto plant it in. It sat on my windowsill,
next to the little clay image of the tree goddess that had been dug up by
one of the workmen.

Thevery air of Hierosolyma seemed to darken with the emotions
of Good Friday, and the people gathered at the foot of Golgotha
waliled as once they had wept for Tammuz, who aso died in the spring.
During al the day that followed | lay upon my bed, fagting. And in that
half-aware Sate that can result from deprivation, many thoughts took
root in my imagination and flowered there. As| wondered about the
tomb chambers, memory brought to mind the other cavesthat | had
seen. It seemed to me then that al three were earthen wombs. From
thefirst cavein Bethlehem, Christ was born into the mortal world, the
second, on the Mount of Olives, was abirth of wisdom, and from the
third, by Golgotha, he was born into immortdity. Hisfollowers denied
the Goddess, but She was here, in the figure of Mary-Virgin, Mother
and sorrowing Crone, and in the femal e recesses of Earth herself, who
receives the dead into her embrace so that new life can arise with the

Sring.

And | thought then that thiswas what Eusebius, whose rdigion
was of the mind, did not understand-that if thereis only one Divinity to
be worshipped, it must be addressed in many ways, as Man and God
and Mother, as pure Spirit, and in the physical icons which bear
witnessto the Divine Presence having made itself manifest in theworld.
Even superdtition could promote faith. In this, Constantine spoke for his
people-his heart was still pagan enough to know that outward and
visble signswere needed to lead earthly mentoinward and invisble
grace.

When darknessfdl | passed into an uneasy deep inwhich |
experienced a series of dreams. In thefirst | thought | was awake, for |



was gill in my chamber, but the sunlight was shining on my potted plant
and | knew it was day. However, the plant had grown, dividing into
severa twisty branches that sprouted both green leaves and thorns. As
| watched, it began to put forth starry white flowers. | recognized it
then asthe thornbush that the monks of InisWitrin said had grown from
the staff that Joseph of Arimathea had stuck into the ground.

From that recognition | passed, in the way of dreams, to
Golgotha, asit wasin the dayswhen Tiberiusruled. | scood with a
crowd of people before the knob of stone. Three crosses had been set
there, but as | watched, the central one began to sprout leaves and
branches and starry white flowers. It was not dead wood but aliving
tree that we honoured, renewal instead of sacrifice.

And again the scene shifted. It was evening, and the city trembled
benesth alowering sky. Two men bore arude stretcher from Golgotha,
while weeping women followed behind. They were carrying the broken
body of aman. Asthey neared the hillade in which the tombs were
Stuated a solider motioned to them to hurry, and they manhandled the
corpseinto one of the dark openingsand laid it upon the clay dab. A
great stone wasleaning againg the hillsde besdeit, its edges till white
where it had been hewn. Grunting, the two men managed to roll it
across the entrance.

Then the younger man went back to the women, trying to give
comfort. But the older paused for amoment, and seeing that the
Roman was watching the others, drew upon the stone with hisfinger
the sigil of aninitiate of the highest Mysteries. He was better dressed
than the rest of them-aman of middle agewith Slver in hisbeard. Ashe
turned, thelast light of the sunilluminated his features, and with the
certainty of dream | recognized him not only asthe anchorite | had met
by the Dead Sea, but asthe old monk | had spoken with so long ago at
InisWitrin.

Inthe morning, | was carried out to join in the celebration of the



Resurrection in asedan chair, for | wastoo exhausted to walk. The day
had dawned fine and clear, and above the murmur of the crowd came
the triumphant choruses of the birds. The deep singing of the priests
made the fine hairs rise on the back of my neck and arms. Gold and
jewdsflashed in the sunlight from the robes of the priests, and the
smoke of incense from the dtar they had set up in front of the tombs
hung in blue swirlsinthe ill air.

Thereis power here, | thought asthe dramaof the Mass came
toaconcluson. It may not be the only truth in the world, but this
story they aretelling istrue. | could fed thelife returning to my limbs,
and asthe bishop lifted hishandsin dismissd | rosefrom my chair. In
the morning sun the openings to the tombs showed clearly beyond the
atar. By one of them lay part of alarge stone.

It seemed to me now that if events had happened asthe gospels
described them they would have left an impression of power within the
tomb, a power so great | was afraid even to try to touch it. But the
mark upon the stone | might seek after, for | was an initiate of the same
Mysteries.

And so0 | did, and did not even know that the people had grown
slent, watching me, for | was staring at the dark opening beyond the
stonethat | had found.

Upon the rocky floor lay a scattering of white petals from the
holy thorn.

| stayed in Hierosolyma throughout that spring and into the
summer, conferring with the architects whom Congtantine had sent to
build churches above the sacred sitesthat | had found. From my
window | could see the foundations of the Church of the Holy
Sepulchre, with itslong nave extending to the east, as was so common
in Congtantine's churches, so that when the doors were opened, the
high dtar would blazein thelight of the rising sun. The Rock of



Golgotha had been trimmed to fit into the courtyard on the southern
sde, and the hillside behind the tomb cut away so that it could be
covered by arotunda.

I had been brought up to believe that the eternal powers cannot
be contained in temples made by human hands, and sacred space
should be honoured, not owned. Buit if thisbuilding, gilded and jewelled
with mosaicsfrom celling to floor, was more likely to impress pilgrims
with the glory of the Church than the wonder of the Resurrection, that
was the tradition of the Mediterranean world. | could foresee atime
when the pagan shrines that had sanctified the landscape and
scanddized the Chrigtians would be replaced by Chrigtianicons. |
wondered if by then there would be any pagans | eft to be upset by the

change.

One evening Eusebius arrived for dinner, beaming. The Emperor,
he told me, had decided to refound the city of Drepanum as
Heenopolisin my honour, and build achurch to the martyr Lucian
there.

"Itisavictory for the Arian way of thinking," hetold me over the
lamb and barley. "For Lucian was not only the best student of the
theologian Origen, but he himself taught Arius."

"| thought he was a priest in the church at Antiochiawho
published anew edition of the scriptures-"

"That is S0, but he was executed in Drepanum by Maximinus.
Y ou must visit there on your way home and giveit your blessing.”

No doubt that would please Constantine, | thought unhappily.
My son had taken to caling himself the thirteenth gpostle, astatus
which in practice seemed to demand the adulation formerly reserved
for gods. The Roman Emperors had been deified for centuries, but
normally they waited for degth to assume full godhead. Congtantine



seemed to be adopting the Eastern fashion of looking upon rulers as
living avatars of agod. Obvioudy no one dared to remind him that the
kingdom of Jesus had not been of thisworld.

"It istime | made plansfor my departure,” | said doud. The
words of the anchorite echoed in my memory, and images of Avaon
haunted my dreams. But my present life of privilegewasdso a
prison-how could | escape it? For now it would be enough to return to
Rome. Perhaps from there | would be able to see my way.

By thetime left Palestineafull year had passed. | did not detour
to vidt Drepanum, preferring to remember it asit had been when | lived
there with Congtantius. Martha, her fervour undiminished, had remained
to serve in the household of Bishop Macarius, but my faithful Cunoarda
was gill with me, and my Canaanite dog, and the little thorn tree. With
us came saverd chestsfull of souvenirs, both giftsand things| had
somehow ended up buying-Palestinian robes and pottery, Tyrian
textilesand glassfrom Askdon. It was Rome that now seemed strange,
avad labyrinth of decaying splendours which included the Domus
Sessorianum.

Congantinewas il in the East, supervising the demolition of the
old town of Byzantium so that he could create anew Rome that would
bear hisname. Thelittle boy who had built fortressesin our back
garden now had an entire city to play with. Even the Emperor Hadrian's
building projects had stopped short of such ambition. When
Congtantine had finished with Congtantinople, would he compe God, |
wondered, to let him re-creste the world?

Shortly after my return | went to the church of the saints
Marcellinus and Petrus to attend services and to donate a golden vessdl
that had been given to me by the Procurator in Palestine. In one of the
courtyards stood a sarcophagus of white marble with reliefs of
horsemen. Congtantine had ordered it, said the priest, but now the
Emperor was planning a greast mausoleum in Congtantinople, and no



one had said what was to be done with the thing.

| suppressed my amusement and assured him that they would no
doubt find some usefor it, and encouraged him to return to his report
on the church's charities. | had had some thought of occupying my days
by helping out here, but it was clear that Helena Augustawas far too
important afigure to be alowed to dirty her handsin that way. At least
| assumed that the reverence with which | was treated was due to my
position. But since returned from the Holy Land the offerings of
flowers had begun to appear at my door again, and sometimes people
would make me an obeisance that even the Emperor did not demand.
It was disquieting, and | redlized that | would either have to become a
recluse, or go about the city in disguise.

Cunoardawas scanddized, but in Paestine | had grown
accustomed to asmpler life. | was now nearly eighty yearsold, and
surely, as| told her, | had earned theright to do as | pleased, or at
least as much of what | pleased as my ageing body would alow. Too
often the old were thrust into a corner, sent off to some country cottage
where they would not get in the way of their descendents, or even put
into the direst, if they had no children who would, however grudgingly,
provide for them. To become agilded icon, set safdly inaniche on the
wall and brought out on holidays, was only amore comfortable way of
being put aside.

But | had been set aside before, when Congtantiusleft meto
marry Theodora, and | had no mind to let it happen again. | might be
old, but I was not powerless.

Remembering how | had nursed the sick during the plague, | told
Cunoardato go to ashop that sold used clothing and purchase
garments suitable for a poor widow. She came back with two
long-deeved gowns, one of dusty brown, the other afaded blue, and
both of them neatly mended, sturdy sandd's, and severd bleached linen
veils. The priests at the Church of Marcdlinus and Petrus had only seen



me jewelled and scented, my features haf-hidden by purple gauze. |
doubted they would recognize me with white linen bound across my
forehead and wearing a shapeless gown.

And soit proved. | was only one of acovey of old women who
helped to distribute food to the hungry and clothes and medicinesto the
poor. The activity eased my frustration, but after ayear in Pdegtinethe
Roman winter seemed raw and cold, and | fell ill mysdf in December,
and for some months | went nowhere at all.

Asl lay in my bedchamber, dternately shaking with cold and
burning with fever, it cameto methat my life was drawing to an end.
Thiswas the ultimate parable of Age, ancient, powerless, usdess. |
cried out for strength and God's help, and like an initiate plumbing the
depths of the Mydteries, | cameto rest at last in an empty shrine. And
there the secret was confided to me-thereis no God, and no Goddess,
only the power of the Mother within, giving whét little strength one has.

Andthen| redlized that, asin childbirth | had created my own
tormentor who would feed on me and destroy me, a the end of lifel
must endure the painful process of giving birth to the Sdif, for mysdlf
aone. | had to give up power over my child to become detached and
uninvolved and let him build hisworld. Why wasthis such a surprise?
Had | not dways known that what | did was by my own will-to leave
Avaon with Congtantius, to accept responsibility for my child? When |
did that, | became the Goddess, with the same ruthless power.

Now | had renounced my child, and the grandchild | loved had
been taken from me. It was for younger women to bear and care for
children now. I might lend wisdom and counsdl, but it was no longer my
part to meddle in the affairs of theworld, unlessit wasto teach the
young oneswhat | had learned.

There was nothing left to me but old age and declining strength,
and in the end, degth. But | was beginning to see that thismight aso be



an opportunity. Asamother, | had had to deny myself in favour of
others. Now, it was given to meto be free again, to be uniquely mysdif,
living for mysdlf, procrestiveness giving way to cretivity.

By thetime | had the strength to get up and around, spring had
come once more. Thelittlethorn tree, which | had put into the earth
just outside the chapel in my paace, had survived itstransplanting and
was now putting out strong green shoots, starred with white bloom.
When | looked at it, | did not see my well-tended gardens, but mist on
the water and the smooth green dope of the holy Tor.

| summoned a magistrate, and with hishelp and Cunoardas |
began work on my will. Every detall must be covered, from freedom
for those members of my household who were till davesto the
disposition of theitems| had brought back from Palestine. A man's
robe, which the merchant had assured me was the very garment worn
by Jesus, was to be sent to the bishop at Treveri, and aset of diadems
worthy of the Wise Men to the church a Colonia. To Bishop Sylvester
| left the Domus Sessorianum itsdlf, with ingtructionsto useits
resources as needed, and to take care of thelittle thorn tree.

Cunoarda pulled along face, but | found that even smply
planning to give so much away left mefeding lighter. How much freer
would | fed if | smply walked away? Though | assured Cunoardal
was feding better, it waslikely enough that desth would soon release
me. But if it did not, perhaps one day | would abandon dl that held me
inRome.

Attached to the Church of Marcelinus and Petrus was a kitchen
and a covered area where the poor could come for ameal. There was
adso asmdl building, lone survivor of the barracks that had formerly
occupied the space, where the sick could be nursed for awhile. It was
along timesince | had been trained in the use of herbs and smples, but
| knew more of such thingsthan the priests did, or most of the other
women, and they were happy to have my help when | could come.



| had told them that | served afamily that had estatesin many
places, and must often travel with them, which excused me from
becoming too close to the community. Still, it was good to go among
ordinary people again. In the spring that followed my return from
Paegtine, | was spending three afternoons aweek at the church, while
Cunoardatold any enquirers at the palace that | was resting.

It was on one of those afternoons that the old woman from Gallia
collapsed over her soup and was carried into the shelter. She had been
coming in for the past several weeks. Her name was Drusa, and she
had moved to the city with her son, but now he had died and left her
aone. | had noticed her particularly because the other hel pers thought
she resembled me. Perhapsit was the Celtic bone structure we shared.
Shedid not know her age, but | guessed her to be afew years younger
than me.

Drusadied just before the Feast of Pentecost, on the day that a
messenger had cometo tell me that the Emperor was on hisway to
Rome. Ever snce, my stomach had been acid with anxiety, for | knew
that there must be a confrontation, but the old woman's death put my
own fearsinto perspective, and in that moment of clarity, from the
depths of my soul emerged aplan.

"Drusaismy sigter in Chrigt," | told the priest, "and | will act the
part of akinswoman and seeto her buria. A waggon will comefor the
body this afternoon.”

Congtantine made atriumphal entry into the city. | did not attend,
though even from my paace | could hear the cheers. He was scheduled
to attend services at the Lateran cathedral and on the following day, to
address the Senate, and then, no doubt, there would be a banquet. It
was not until thethird day after hisarrival that the messenger cameto
tell methat theimperid entourage was on itsway.

By then the domuswasworthy of sheltering theimperia



presence, every surface polished and shining. Constantine should have
no reason to scorn his mother's surroundings now. | received himin
one of the private chambers, more intimate than the audience hall,
though no less splendid, since | had added the draperies of Tyrian
purple and richly-coloured carpets | had purchased in Pdegtine.

It suited him well, | thought as | roseto greet him. He had come
from some forma reception and was sill wearing the purple toga
brocaded with flowers. | had decked myself out in the robes of an
Empress Mother, my hair confined by the pearl diadem.

Three smaller figures, dressed in smilar garments, followed him.
For amoment | thought they were dwarfs, intended to make the
Emperor look even larger. Then | looked again and redlized that they
were boys, dl three of them dark-haired, with skin that did not get
enough sun. They gave asupercilious glance a the room's beauties,
then flopped down on two of the large cushions next to the table where
| had placed atray of the fig pastries drenched in honey that
Congtantine used to love.

"Mother, you look well-"

I look old, | thought as the Emperor took my hands and pressed
his cheek to mine. Evenif | had desired it, court robes did not permit a
more affectionate sautation.

"1 have brought my boys to see you-Constantinus, Congtantius,
Congtans, sdlute your grandmother.”

Their names might proclam their sire, but in festures these were
Fausta's sons, whom | had not seen since they were very smdll. The
oldest must now be about eleven, and the others ayear and three years
younger. Asthey reluctantly relinquished the sweetmeats and got up to
make their bows | wondered what they had been told about their
mother's passing.



"Do you have horses?" asked Congtantinus. "1 have awhite pony
that | rodein the processon."”

| repressed the memory of the white sdlion that Crispus had
ridden in our triumpha entry into Rome. At least this child wastrying to
be polite. His brothers were aready roaming about the room, tugging
on the curtains and picking up the aabaster vases and délicate bronze
figurines

"l amtoo old to ride, but | have dogs. If you wish to go out into
my gardensyou may play with them." Leviyah would avoid these
children with the caution of awild thing, but my other dogswere
friendly. With another pang | pushed away the memory of how Crispus
had used to play with my dogs.

"Y es, why don't you boys run outsde? It isafine day!"

Clearly the boys recognized the difference between fatherly
indulgence and an imperid command, and made no protest when the
servant | summoned arrived to lead them away, especialy when |
picked up the silver tray of pastries and st it into Congtantinus's hand.

"They arefinelads," said Congtantine fondly, gazing after them.

They are mannerless brats, | thought, but they were his
problem, not mine, and he deserved them.

"| like to keep them with me," he went on. "There are those who
would use them against me, you know, young asthey are."

| nodded, and seated mysdlf on one of the carved ivory chairs,
whose rounded back had been carved with scenes of Penelope and
Ulysses. Its mate, which creaked asit took Constantine'sweight,
portrayed Dido and Aeness.



How did | come to have a son so old? | wondered then. Since
had last seen him the flesh had begun to sag alittle on the big bones,
and the skin of hisface was deeply scored by lines of anger and
suspicion aswell as power. He seemed to have bounced back from the
tragedy of Crispus and Fausta, but not without scars.

"Y our journey to Paestinewas agreat success-" Congtantine
poured agoblet of wine from the flagon that had been |eft with the
padtries upon the table. "Even if they can agree on nothing ese, both
Eusebius and Macarius are unanimous in praise of your virtues."

He grimaced as he remembered his battle to force the bishopsto
consensus. | had heard that the compromises of Nicaea were aready
fraying. In the old days, men had served the gods astheir
temperamentsinclined and no one would have seen any point in trying
to make them al seethingsthe sameway.

"As| hoped, theimage of theimperid family isbeginning to shine
brightly once more. Now | would like you to make ajourney to the
churches founded by Saint Paulusin the cities of the Greek diaspora.”

"No." Though | found great beauty in the words of Jesus, | was
becoming increasingly aware of adifference between the truths he
taught and the church that Paulus had established in hisname.

Congantine was il talking. | cleared my throat. "No-I will make
no more journeysfor you."

"But why? Areyou ill?' The Emperor's eyes opened wide as he
redized that | had denied him.

"1 am well enough, for now, but | am old. | have served you and
the Empire. In thetimethat isleft to mel must care for mysdf-thetrue
Sdf that lay so long neglected while | was paying attention to other
peopl€e's needs.”



"Do you wish to retire from the world? Perhaps to a community
of holy women, praying for the Empire-"

| could see the beginnings of calculation in hiseyes. | could not
redlly blame him-this ability to extract politica benefit from everything
was, | suppose, one of the things that made him an effective emperor.
But in aworld that wasfull of stories of young people rebelling against
their parents, | had never considered how hard it might be for an elder
to win freedom from her children.

"1 will not head your congregation of Christian Vestas,
Congantine,” | said tartly. "But | am going away..."

"I cannot alow that-" Constantine shook his head. "Y ou aretoo
useful to me here

"Useful!™ | was growing angry at last. "How useful will | beif |
begin to cdl the death of Crigpusamurder, or proclaim myself
disllusoned with Chrigtianity and go to make offerings at the Temple of
Juno Reginaon the Capitol ?*

"Youwill not! I canimprison you here-" Congtantine was half out
of hischair, hisface flushing dangeroudy.

"Do you think | have taken no precautions?’ | snapped back at
him. "1 am your mother! | have distributed |ettersto be sent out ina
week's time unless aword from me recallsthem.”

Y ou will say that word-"

"Or you will murder me, asyou did Fausta? | am old,
Congtantine, and desth holds no terrors. Neither threats nor pain will
bend my will!"

"Areyou gill aChrigtian?' Thiswas not sdf-interet, but a



deeper and more superdtitious fear.
| sghed. How could | make him understand?

"l have dwayswondered why aman who can see only one
colour is considered disabled, and yet is praised when he will accept
only onedeity. | believe that Christ bore the power of God, and |
honour histeachings, but | know that the Goddessin her many guises
loves her children aswell. Do not try to define me as Chrigtian or
Pagan, Congtantine. | took a deep breath, remembering thesigil | had
seen Josephus of Arimatheainscribe upon the tomb. "I am a servant of
the Light. Let that be enough for you."

Therewasalong silence, and in the end it was Congtantine's gaze
that fell.

"l do not understand, Mother-what do you want?"

Even now there was a part of me that longed to take him in my
arms and comfort him as | had done so many years ago, but | could not
dlowittoruleme.

| took a deep breath, and answered gently, "I want my freedom,
Congantire..."

At last | understood the error | had made so long ago. We give
birth to our children, but we do not create them. In my pride | had
believed Congtantine to be the judtification for my existence, and
clamed hissins, aswell as his achievements, asmy own. | could pray
for him, but Congtantine was an immorta spirit, and though it was
through me that he had come into thisworld, | must neither take upon
mysdlf the fate his deeds had earned, nor blame him for my own.

"But how?What will people say?"



"Y ou may tell them | am dead, for indeed | will be dead to you,
and to thisworld."

"What do you mean? What are you going to do?"

"1 will leave the world you know, and make my way to aplace
where you will never find me. In the chape of my palace liesthe body
of apoor woman of thiscity. Y ou may bury her in that tomb at the
Church of Marcdlinus and Petrus-one old woman looks much like
another, and people will see what they expect to see. Tell whatever tde
you like, Congtantine, mourn theicon of Helenathat you have created
to feed your glory. But let me go!"

"Y ou are my mother," he protested, his heavy head turning
blindly. "Y ou cannot abandon me...!

"Y our mother isdead,” | roseto my feet. "You are speaking to a

He reached out, but | had drawn aveil of shadow about mein
theway | had learned long ago on Avaon, and his grasping fingers
closedonair.

"Mother!" he cried, and then: "My mother isdead, and | am
dong"

Despite my resolution, | felt my own eyesfilling with tears. |
turned away, shadow into shadow, and hurried from the room. But as|
hobbled down the corridor | could still hear the master of the Empire,
weeping for the mother he had never redlly known.

That night, Havia Helena Augusta passed away.

With the help of Cunoardaand one or two other servants who
knew the truth about what had happened to Crispus and Faustaand



werewilling to assist us, the body of Drusawas placed in my bed, and
taken from thence immediately to the embamers, asword of the death
of the Emperor's mother spread through Rome.

It was very strange to assst at my own demise, though it wasa
necessary prerequisite to my resurrection. | was astonished by the
tumult of grief that swept the city, even knowing that the people were
not mourning me, but an icon of Saint Helenathat was more than half
the creation of Constantine's propagandists. Perhaps | had done some
good inthecity, but | did not recognize thisworker of miracles.

Theair around the pal ace grew heavy with perfume from the
flowersthat people had heaped before the doors, dready hung with
cypress asasign of mourning. Indeed, it was said that there was not a
flower to be had in Rome, so many had been offered here and at
impromptu shrines al over the city.

Indl this, Congtantine was the chief mourner, exchanging his
purplefor funeral white, his features gaunt with anguish. No one could
have doubted his sorrow, and indeed, | believe that he convinced
himself that the shrouded body in the chapel truly was his mother. Even
if I changed my mind there was no turning back from my decison. |
had hurt Constantine too badly, and he would see me dead in truth if |
tried apublic resurrection.

Bishop Sylvester wasto be my executor, asssted in the
distribution of my goods by Cunoarda. | had provided for her
generoudy, and we had planned that | would wait at Ogtia until she
could join me. But | was seized with amorbid desire to observe my
own obsequies, and disguised in my peasant clothes, | took refugein
the modest rooms near the Church of Marcellinus and Petrusthat | had
rented as a part of my disguise.

On the eighth day after my 'death’, Bishop Sylvester celebrated
my funeral mass. The great Lateran cathedral was crowded, for dl the



notables of the city werein attendance, whether or not they were
Chrigtian. The poorer folk, mysdlf among them, crowded around the
entrance. Thetall doorswere open, and from within one could hear the
echo of singing and catch an occasiond whiff of incense. But on the
whole, | wasrelieved not to haveto listen to the eulogies.

When it wasfinaly over, the funerd procession emerged to carry
the cedarwood coffin the short distance to the sarcophagus waiting at
the Church of Marcellinus and Petrus. Congtantine walked before the
bier, barefoot, with his sonsbesde him. | could see Cunoarda among
the veiled women who followed it. The crowd surged after, weeping,
and | was borne dong with the rest.

| had never quite understood the Christian attitude towards
bones. The pagan Romans had had a horror of pollution, and required
that their dead be buried outside the city. The roads that led out of
every Roman city were lined with tombs. The tombs of heroesand
emperors were separate mausoleums, where the offerings of pilgrims
sustained them on their progression towards godhood. Evenin
Pd estine, people honoured the tombs of the patriarchs. The graves of
the greeat rooted their people in the land.

But the Christian dead were buried in the churches, in the midst
of thecities. Already, every Christian church with any pretenson to
grandeur had its martyrium, where the body of some saint who by
being murdered had achieved instant holiness was enshrined. But the
ending of the persecutions had cut off the supply of martyrs. |
wondered if they would be forced to take the bodies apart to make
them go further-afinger bone in one place and afoot in some other
church miles away? Bishop Macarius was right. People hungered for
some physicd evidencethat their faith existed in thisworld aswell asin
heaven. But at some point they would haveto learn to do without such
tangiblelinks. | suppressed a cackle of hystericd laughter at theimage
of God attempting to gather up al these scattered bitsin order to
restore the bodies of the saints at Judgment Day.



Of course the most famous tomb of al was empty, and | had my
doubts about the graves of some of the gpostles, after so many years.
So perhaps | should not trouble mysalf over the fact that the bonesin
this sarcophagus would not be mine. What would matter was the fact
that people believed my body wasthere. And if their prayerslifted the
poor soul whose corpse had become my substitute more swiftly
towards heaven, that was surely no more than | owed her, whose death
had set mefree.

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

AD 329

"To bedead isnot so terrible. Indeed, | am feding livelier every
day." | gave Cunoardaareassuring smile.

We had considered passing me off as her mother, but the
Empresss freedwoman was well known, and it seemed wiser to say
that | wasan old British servant cdled Eilan. It would have been
amusing to watch her trying to avoid giving me an order if | had not
known how much it troubled her. She wasthirty now, and athough she
was no longer agirl, her red hair and round figure would have been
handsome were it not for the anxious frown. My will had provided her
with enough money to buy hersdf anicelittle estate anywherein the
Empire and a husband to go with it if she so desired. Each day that she
stayed with me | was humbled by her loydty.

Almost two months had now passed since we took ship from
Odtiain the grey dawn of an early summer day. In Massiliawe had
purchased amodest carriage and begun thelong journey north to
Britannia



"You aretruly feding stronger?" asked Cunoarda.

| nodded. | had not reglized how the stiff robes and ceremony of
my old identity had weighed upon me. Without them | felt lighter in
body and spirit, and the shortness of breath that had plagued mein
Rome had almost disappeared. | took a deep breath of the
hay-scented air, asif | could drink in the sunlight. Soon, | thought, |
will become so light | will float away.

To be sure, floating would have been a more comfortable mode
of transportation. The route we had chosen led up the valley of the
Rhodanus from Arelate to Lugdunum, and from there, through thefields
and hillsof Gdllia Unfortunatdly, the condition of theroad in any given
section was dependent on the dedication of the magistrates responsible
forit. A year ago | would have refused to gtir without a
well-upholstered litter and ateam of soft-footed Nubiansto carry it,
but | was enduring the jolting of the carriage surprisngly well.

If I had known how much | would enjoy my freedom, | thought
then, 1 would have made my escape years ago. But years ago, |
reminded mysdlf grimly, | had till been hoping to save the Empire
through my son.

Now | began to recognize the hillsaround Treveri. To sop here
was arisk, but | doubted that anyone would ook twice a an old
woman with a sun-browned face beneath her broad hat, wrapped in a
mended shawl.

Even as we crossed the old bridge over the Mosdllaand wound
through the town | could see changes. The palacethat | had given to
Crispus had been partialy demolished, and was being rebuilt asa
double cathedral. By now, the frescoes of the imperial women which
had decorated his nuptia chambers probably lay in fragments under the
new floor.



The woman who kept the inn where we took lodgingswas a
fount of gossip. From her we learned that the baths where Fausta had
died were now the property of the bishop. The exercise hal wasbeing
converted into another church, and the rest of the buildings knocked
down.

Nobody said so, but clearly they thought that Constantine was
trying to buy enough prayersto purge the memory of hiscrimes. But it
was Crispuss memory that was being purged. The people of Treveri
had loved their young governor, and resented the fact that the statues
and inscriptions that once had honored him had not been restored.

And it had been many months since | had heard from hiswife,
Helena

"Remember, until we know the situation you areto let me do the
talking-" Cunoarda glanced nervoudy back down the street. Savefor a
dave who was sweeping the horse-droppings from in front of his
master's door it was empty. It was dways possible that someonein the
Emperor's service was having Cunoarda followed, but we had seen no
sgnsof it during the long days on the road.

| pulled my veil down to hide my features. "I understand.”

The house of Lenas parentswasin aquiet street near the
outskirts of Treveri, lined by well-kept houses, though the areawhere
we stood had not been swept recently, and there was achip in the
plaster of thewall near the door. It seemed along time before our
knocking was answered, and the door was opened by agirl with her
hair tied upin arag asif she had been cleaning.

Cunoardaand | traded |ooks. We had been admitted by a
doorkeeper when we were here before. But from somewhere deeper
inthe house | could hear the happy laughter of achild.



"|syour master or your mistress at home?"
"Caeciliaugtaislying down. She has beeniill.”
"Or the Lady Helena-is she here?"

Thegirl looked at uswith sudden suspicion, and then, evidently
deciding that Cunoarda had an honest face, nodded. "Sheisin the
arium, with the child.”

Aswe passed through the halway | glimpsed the dtar to the
ancedtrd lares with an oil lamp burning beforeit, and redlized thet like
many inthe old aristocracy, the family held to the traditiond religion.
Though they had clearly falen on hard times, the household wastrying
to maintain decent standards. The worn flagstones that paved the
atrium were clean, the flowersin the earthenware pots had been
watered and pruned.

On the other Sde of the fountain asmall girl was playing, her fair
hair flashing from gold to ash as she skipped in and out of the sunlight.
By now she must be dmost four yearsold. This, | thought, was atrue
child of Congtantiussline. What would her future be when Fausta's
black-browed offspring came to power?

| wanted to scoop her into my arms, but | remained hidden
behind my vell. "I amdead, | told mysdlf, | have no right to her now.

Aswe entered, the woman who had been watching her turned on
her bench to greet us. Crispuss wife was even thinner than she had
been when | saw her before, but she was still beautiful. Her shadowed
gazefixed on Cunoarda.

"l remember you. Y ou came here with the Empress.”

Cunoarda nodded uncomfortably. "My mistress charged meto



fulfil certain commissions she did not wish recorded publicaly in her
will. I have brought you adraft for abanker herein Treveri to provide
for thelittlegirl.”

Lenaseyesrilled with tears. "Blessed be her memory! | am sorry
now that | did not reply to her last letter, but | wasafraid. Crispusis
avenged, but that woman won. Everyone knowsthat we arein
disgrace, and we have been ostracized. My father died |ast autumn,
and we have had to learn to scrape by.”

"Then | am glad to bring you the Empressslegecy,” sad
Cunoarda. We sat down on the other bench, and the maidservant
brought atray of preserved fruit and a pitcher of barley-water, very
welcome on so warm aday. Though Lenamight be thin, she no longer
seemed 0 fragile, asif adversity had brought out a strength she had
never needed before.

"1 wish money was my only concern,” said Lena. "With my father
dead, my mother isunder the authority of my uncle. Heiswilling to
take her in, but Crispaand | are aliability which even alegacy cannot
negate. | fear it will only make me more attractive to one of the farmers
to whom he has offered me... | no longer care what happensto me,"
she added bitterly, "but what about my little girl, when her only choices
are safety asafarmer's drudge or degth if shetriesto claim her heritage
in Rome?'

| could bear it no longer. Cunoarda gasped as | leaned forwards,
throwing back my vell. " She has another heritage..."

Lenas eyes grew huge, and for amoment | thought shewould
fant.

"But you diedin Rome..."

"| diedto Rome," | corrected. "By revealing myself now | place



my lifeinyour hands. Listen to me, Lenayou and Crispaare dl that is
left to me of my grandson, who was the beloved of my heart. | am
going where even the Emperor will not follow. Do you havethe
courage to come with me?"

| could fed Cunoardaradiating disgpprova at my side. She had
never really believed we could escape together, and no doubt counted
our chances even smdler burdened with thisfragile woman and achild.

A flush of colour suffused Lends cheeks and then drained away,
leaving her even paler than before. "I dwayswondered,” she
whispered, "why Crispus wanted to marry me. He was so glorious and
brave, and | wasalways afraid. But | see that the time has cometo
prove mysdf worthy. Wewill go with you, my lady, whether it beto
the Hesperides or Hades!"

"It isto the Hesperides that we shdll travel, my dear,” | said
softly, "to the gppleide of Avdon...'

Crigpa, sensing her mother's emation, came skipping over to
stand at Lenas knee, her gaze straying from our faces to the candied
figson the table and back again.

"Crigpa," | said softly. "Do you remember me?"

She frowned alittle, and then for amoment | saw an ancient soul
looking out of her blue eyes.

"Y ou are my mother," shelisped. Lenaand Cunoarda exchanged
worried glances, but | reached out to take the small warm hand.

"Yes, perhaps| was, but inthislife | am your other avia, little
one" | said softly. "Would you like to take ajourney with me?!

By thetimewe arrived at Ganuenta, there were new silver



threadsin Cunoardasred hair. But if the Emperor's agents were
watching us, they had orders not to interfere. When we reached the
Rhenus at M ogontiacum we sold the horse and carriage and took
passage on abarge carrying timber. It was a pleasant way to travel,
and the drama of the gorge just north of the town moved even
Cunoardato wonder. The greatest danger was that Crispa, who
clambered dl over the barge with the agility of amonkey, would fal
overboard.

The Rhenus carried us swiftly past the outposts Rome had built to
guard the border. Aswe drifted by Colonial gazed at the wall where
Congtantius had told me we must part, and redized that the old wound
to my heart had findly hedled. These days| had only to close my eyes
to cal up hisimage, and relive the times of our hgppiness.

Sometimes, when | sat thus, | would hear Lenawhispering to her
daughter to be quiet, for old people deep often and should not be
disturbed. But these daysit was not deep that claimed me, but the
waking dream caled memory. Crispus cuddled, warm and golden, in
my arms, asred asthelittle daughter | saw when | opened my eyes.
When | lay in my bunk on the barge, Constantius stretched out beside
me, telling mewhat he had been doing during our years apart. Even
Congtantine came to me at times in the shape of the boy he had been
before he became infected with that disease called Empire. And as our
journey continued, | was visited more and more often by thefolk of
Avdon.

Very quickly | learned not to mention these ghostly encounters.
At worst, my companions thought my mind was wandering, and at best
it made them uncomfortable. Fortunately Lenahad improved in hedlth
and strength with every mile away from Treveri, and she and Cunoarda
had forged an aliance. Anyone who resisted Cunoarda's blunt
competence could usually be impressed by Lenas aristocratic manner,
and | found that | could leave the ordering of our journey in their hands.



Why had no one ever told me that old age held giftsaswell as
pains? Asachild, | had wondered why the old priestesses|ooked so
content asthey dozed in the sun. They knew, | thought, smiling. And
sometimes, as | hovered on the threshold between deep and lucid
dreaming, | seemed to glimpse people and scenesthat | recognized
from some other lifetime. Little Crigpawasthe only onel could talk to
when these far-memorieslay heavy upon me, for the very young have
just comein over the threshold which the old are about to cross, and at
times she remembered the life we had shared before.

Then the moment would pass, and she would be darting away,
Leviyah panting a her hedls, to hang over therail and watch the green
waters rush by, and | would be abandoned, though not aone.

In Ganuenta| had hoped to visit Nehdennias shrine, but they
said that aflood some years back had damaged it, and the ground was
unsafe now that the river's course had changed. My first thought wasto
endow anew temple. After contributing to so many Christian churches,
surely that wasthe least | could do for the goddess who had guided me
for so long. But such an act might have aroused unwel come questions,
and the funds that remained to me were needed to support the two
women whom | now spoke of as my daughters, and the child.

If Nehaenniawas being forgotten, | done could not restore her
worship. | reminded mysdlf that the Goddessis ever constant and ever
changing. When in the dow cycle of years men redlized their need for
her once more, surdly Nehaenniawould return. But that night | wept in
the darkness, grieving for something lovely and precious that had gone
out of theworld.

We cameto Britanniain the season of harvest, when the air was
scented with curing hay and the songs of the regpers rang acrossthe
fields of nodding grain. The crossing had been arough one, and even |
found thejolting of acarriage arelief after being tossed about for three
daysat sea.



"Britanniaseems small,” said Cunoarda, looking out at the gentle
aternations of wood and field beyond the rounded shoulders of the
downs.

"l supposeit is, considering how far we have come. No doubt
Londinium will seem little, compared to Rome. But | know the scent of
that hay, and the way the power flows through the land.”

"Thisisll avery different country from my home," she said with
adgh. "l wastakeninaraid by ariva clan when | was not much older
than little Crispa. | have memories of dopes purple with heather, and
the baaing of the sheep asthey came down from the hills. But | cannot
see my mother'sface. | think perhaps she died when | was small.”

"Then | shdl be your mother, Cunoarda-"

"Oh, but that was only apart of our disguise, whilewe are on the
road-" She flushed to the roots of her hair. Y ou are-"

| laid afinger to her lips. "I am only Eilan, now, and | have reason
to know that the children of one's body are not dways the children of
ongsheart." Gazing at that familiar strong-boned face, | was amazed
that through dl those yearswhen | had thought myself destitute of love,
| had not noticed the treasure that lay beneath my hand.

"l never imagined... | never dared..." She shook her head,
sniffing and wiping her eyes on her deeve. "Oh my lady-my mother!
Y ou gave me my freedom, but | was till empty. Now you have given
measoul!"

| opened my arms then and held her until her sobs had ceased.
In my will, I had bequeathed the housein Londinium to

Cunoarda, and she had written from Treveri to tel the tenant shewas
coming thereto live. When we arrived, the place was empty-indeed, it



was practicaly without furnishings, and Cunoardaand Lena spent a
busy day in the market-place purchasing bedding and kitchen gear.

| had looked forwards to seeing what more than twenty years
had done to the city, but that morning | was having trouble with my
breething, and | thought it best to stay indoors with Crispato bear me

company.

"Avia, who are the pretty ladies?' Crigpapointed at the relief of
the four matronae which I had commissioned so long ago. It was one
of the few decorations that had survived my absence, perhaps because
it was bolted to the wall.

| took a careful breath, then turned. "They are the Mothers.”

"Look! One of them hasadog!"

Leviyah stood up, tail wagging, at the word.

"Not you, silly! exclaimed Crispa, reaching up to pat the carven
flank of the hound in the Igp of the third figurein thefrieze. "And one
has ababy, and the other two have fruit and aloaf of bread. Arethey
goddesses?"

"They are the Goddess-but She has many faces, as many faces
asthere are mothersin the world, and when they grow old and leave
their bodies to pass over to the Otherworld they continue to watch
over ther children...”

| had tried to keegp my voice calm, but Crispawas asengtive
child, and she climbed into my lgp and put her arms around my neck.

"Avia, will you dwayswatch over me?"

As| hugged her, | fdt an achein my throat, and knew it was not



caused by shortness of breath, but unshed tears.

That night my illnessreached acrisis. Gasping for bresth, | saw
terror in the faces of Cunoarda and Lena, and could not comfort them.

"Shal | send for apriest?" asked Cunoarda anxioudly.

| managed a bark of laughter. "What use?| have aready been
buried! Y ou heard the funera oration Bishop Sylvester gavel” Then |
began to cough again.

At the height of my paroxysms | would have welcomed death
gladly, and continued to fight only because the two women begged me
not to leave them aone.

A little after midnight, the mint-scented steam with which
Cunoardafilled the room began to relieve me, and | was ableto drink
some comfrey tea. At length | fell into a state hafway between deep
and waking, cradled against Lenas breast.

During the crigis, | had raged against my weakness, unready to
go into the night. But now, | redlized that in our old age, what we lose
ininfancy ismiraculoudy given back. Ingtead of crying in the dark for
the mother who abandoned us before we were able to stand aone,
now, with children and kindred having come and gone, we arefree. In
our darker momentswe fed ourselves wholly alone, weak, aged. But in
the end the Mother is given back to us and we are reborn, going back
toinfancy, lying in trust on the breasts of our daughters. ..

Everything istaken from us, even God; we spend oursdlf to the
death. And then the Goddess comes back to us. From becoming the
Goddess, the mother, we have created the Goddess in our daughters,
our ssters, asweturn to Her, knowing that even if we must die till not
knowing anything else, we diein Her ams and on Her breest.



But | did not die. Waking to the clear light of morning in Lenas
arms, | took a deep breath and rgjoiced asthe life-giving air filled my
lungs. Nonetheless, | was desperately weak, and | could fee my heart
bound in my breast. For thefirst time | faced the possibility that this
body might faill me before | reached my godl.

I remembered times during my illnesses when death would have
been awelcome release. At other moments | had called on the
teachings of Avalon to counter my panicked fear. | had reason to
believe that death was only a passage from one kind of existenceto
another, but | had still dreaded the moment of transition. Now,
however, | redized that my fears were not for myself but for those |
would leave behind me.

"You areawake!" Lenaexclamed as shefdt me gir. "And you
are better, thank the gods!"

"For now, but if | do not recover, | must tell you how to get to
Avdon."

Lenas cheeks grew pink with embarrassment. "Do you meanitis
areal place?| thought you were speaking as the poets do, to describe
the safety wewould find in Britannia.”

| opened my mouth to correct her, then closed it, redlizing how
deeply ingrained was the prohibition againgt telling outsders of the
sacred ide.

"Itisred, though... difficult... to atain. It liesin theland called
the Summer Country. Thereisavae between two lines of hills, so low
that when theriversare in flood or the winter storms back up the tides
the water coversit, and any bit of higher ground becomes an idand.
And thereis one such, crowned by apointed tor, that iscalled Inis
Witrin.



"When you reach it, do not go to the monks who have their little
church at the base of the Tor, but stop at the village of the fisherfolk
who livein the marshes, and tell them that you are Eilan's
grand-daughter, and you wish to be taken to Avalon.”

She looked dubious, and | sighed, for intruth, | could not even
guaranteethat | would be admitted after so many years. And wasl|
justified in taking Lenathere? This vital young woman, whose cheeks
were glowing despite the shadows a difficult night had painted benesth
her eyes, was avery different creature from the fragile and frightened
girl 1 had helped to escape from Treveri dmost two months ago.

"The holy ideisarefuge where no king or emperor can follow.
But you are not required to go there. If you and Crigpa take new
names, | think it likely that you will be ableto livein perfect safety here
inLondinium.”

The winged brows drew down. "Don't you want us to come with
you?'

"Leng, do you not understand how | have cometo love you?
That iswhy the choice must be yours. | only know that | haveto go
there, or try."

| recovered dowly, and it was October before | was strong
enough to attempt the journey. The carriage in which we had travelled
from Dubris wasfitted with a soft mattress and |oaded with provisons.
But before departing L ondinium there was one last task.

| had seen how swiftly, with Congtanting's favour, Chrigtianity
was becoming the rdligion of the Empire. | could foresee atime when
its shrines and symbolswould displace those of the old religion entirely,
reinventing Britanniaas a Chrigtian land. In the time that was coming,
there would be few to understand that it was possible to honour both
the Goddess and the God.



It pained meto think that my carving of the Mothers might one
day be mocked by folk who no longer saw it as holy. And so workmen
were summoned to remove it from thewall and load it into a barrow,
and in the night, when the men had gone home, Lenaand Cunoarda
pulled it to the stream that ran through the fields behind my dweling,
and tipped the carving in. Hidden in its depths, the Motherswould
blessthe city through which itswaters ran.

"Tdl me about when you werealittlegirl on Avaon..." Crispa
had dlected to ride for awhile insde the carriage with Cunoarda and
me, though | knew she would want to sit with Lena, who was driving,
beforelong.

"l had awhite dog cdled Eldri-"

"Like Leviyah?" Crigpa pulled back the curtain to point to the
dog who was trotting beside us, head up to catch al the scents of this
new land.

"Smadller, with curly fur. A boy at the Lake village gave her to me,
and said she was afaerie dog, and | think it was true, because she
guided me onceto aland even farther from thisworld than Avaon, and
brought me safely back again.”

Cunoardaslips quirked, and | could see that she thought | was
telling the child afairy gory. | found it strange that she, who had been
bornin Alba, found it harder to believein Avaon than Lena, the child
of athoroughly Romanized Galic aristocracy. But perhaps Cunoarda
gtill needed the walls she had erected to protect her from the pain of
her loss, and did not dare. | knew that she had found grest comfort in
Chrigianity, and when we were in Londinium, she had attended the
rituals at the Church of Saint Pancraswhich | had long ago endowed.

"Did you have other girlsto play with?'



"I lived in the House of Maidens," | answered, remembering the
murmur of girls voicesin the darkness with asudden overwheming
clarity. "I had alittle cousin called Dierna, with hair asred as
Cunoardas. | believe that Diernaisthe Lady of Avalon now."

| realized with aflutter of anxiety that | did not know. |
remembered dreaming Ganedas funerd-would | not know it if Dierna,
whom | had loved, had also died?

If she was gone, there might well be no one left a Avaonwho
remembered me.

After we left Lindiniswe turned north on the Aquae Sulisroad. It
was now the end of October, the season of Samhain when the spirits of
the dead return. A fitting time, | thought, for my own homecoming. The
landscape was growing very familiar now. It was| mysdlf who seemed
unred, asif | had died in truth aswell as seeming and was being
summoned with the other ghosts who walked at thistime of year.

For two daysit had been raining, and asilver sheen of water lay
over thelowlands, but | insisted that we press onward, for |
remembered these marshes as a country with little provison for
travellers. We were surprised, however, to find asmal inn where the
track that led towards Inis Witrin turned off from the Sulis road.

"Oh yes, we have been here for nigh on twenty years,” said the
round-faced woman who brought us our food. "Ever since the good
Emperor granted protection to the Chrigtians. My father built this place
to serve the travellers who come on pilgrimage to the monks at the Tor."

| blinked at this, for in my day the monks of Inis Witrin had been
atiny community whose safety depended on being overlooked by the
authorities. But the Christians were the authorities now, and it remained
to be seen if they would use the power given them more wisdly than
those who had held it before.



In the morning we set out once more, bracing ourselves asthe
carriage lurched across the log causeways. And as the sun sank we
saw the pointed cone of the Tor rising against the golden sky, haloed in

light.
"It isredl," breathed Lena.

| samiled, for in that moment even theidethat liesin the mortd
world was touched with glory, and yet our true destination was a place
more wonderful sill.

| could see the smoke of the monastery's cookfires as we skirted
theide. From here we had to go on foot, for the Lake village could not
be reached by avehicle. It was amost sunset, and Cunoarda and Lena
were growing nervous, but now that we were here, anticipation gave
new strength to my limbs. The path, at least, looked the same-1 doubt it
had changed for athousand years. Leaning on Cunoardas arm and
feigning acertainty | did not entirely fed, | sarted downiit.

"No, honoured ones-you go back to houses of the shaven
heads" the headman of the village touched hisforehead to indicate a
tonsure. "No place for you here-"

Thelittle dark people of the village whispered behind him, eyeing
us nervoudy. On this night, the mound on which the round huts huddled
was lit by torcheswhose red flicker ssemed kindled from the setting
aun. If we had comealittle later, they would have thought us spirits and
refused to admit usat dl.

Thiswas adifficulty | had not anticipated. | stared a the man,
frowning. | should have renewed the crescent on my brow with woad, |
thought then, as the elder priestesses used to do on festival days. How
could I convince him to send word of my coming to Avaon?

"Do your people remember adaughter of the sun people who



was brought here long ago to be trained as a priestess? A boy called
Otter gave her afaerie dog. Doesthat boy live still?*

There was amurmur from the crowd, and awoman who looked
as old as me pushed forwards. "Otter my father-he like to tell the story.
A princessof thetall folk, he said.” She gazed & mein wonder.

"l wasthat little girl, and | became apriestess on the holy ide. But
that was many years ago. Will you send word to the Lady of Avaon
and tell her that Eilan has returned?'

"If you are priestess, you can cdl mistsand go-" The headman
gl looked dubious.

"l have been long away, and may not return without the Lady's
leave" | answered him, remembering how Ganeda had cut my link to
the holy idewhen she banished me. "Y ou will bewel
rewarded-please..."

He gave asnort of laughter. "Is not for gold we serve Avaon. |
cdl the Lady, but this night they have ceremonies. She cannot come
before morn.”

In my dreams, it was Ganedawho came to me, with Cigfollaand
Wren and the other priestesses and Adiawhom | had loved. | knew
this must be adream, because Ganedawas amiling, her arm around the
waigt of another woman with dark hair whom | recognized, without
knowing how, as my own mother, Rian. They were robed in priestess
blue, garlanded asif for afestival, and they held out their amsin
welcome. | knew then that it was my own belief, not Ganedasword,
which had exiled mefrom Avaon.

Laughing, | started towards them. But as | was about to touch
Adids hand, someone cdled my name. Annoyed, | reached for the
dream image, but the call was repested, in avoice | could not deny.



| opened my eyesto light that streamed through the open door of
the roundhouse in which we had been deegping, glowing in Crispas
bright hair and on Leviyah's golden hide, outlining Lenaand Cunoarda
asthey helped meto st up, and faling full upon the blue robe of the
woman who stood before me.

| do not know why | had expected that Diernawould still bea
young girl. The body of the woman who had called me had thickened
with time, and her flaming hair was now the colour of sunset on snow.
But I, who had known so many emperors, had not encountered anyone
with such an aura of authority. Next to her, the man and the woman
who attended her looked frail. Did Diernaremember how | had loved
and protected her, | wondered then, or had she, like my son, been
warped by the temptations of power?

"Eilan..." Her voice trembled, and suddenly | saw looking out of
her eyesthelittle cousin | used to know.

I motioned to Cunoardato help me up, wincing as stiffened
musclestook the strain.

Dierna embraced me, one priestess to another, then her gaze
grew gtern. "'l will usethat name, but | know who you were, in that
other world. Y ou have been used to position and power, and you are
heir to the eder line of Avaon. Have you cometo clam rule here?

| looked at her in amazement. Then | remembered that she had
been trained by Ganeda. Had the old woman taught her to fear that |
would return to challenge her one day?

“Itistruethat | have had power, and dl the glory the world can
bestow," | answered siffly, "and for that very reason | need them no
more. Now it will be enough if | may find peace, and safety for thosel
love"



"Come," Diernagestured towards the open door. "Walk with
r.re-ll

Weadl followed her outside into amisty autumn morning that
veiled the marshes asif we were dready between the worlds.

"Forgive me, but it was my duty to ask," Diernasaid aswe
started aong the path around the edge of the mound that kept the
village above the floods.

| was gtill not quite steady, and Lenatook my arm.

"I have known the fulfilment of prophecy and its deceptions.
Through the child I bore, the world has indeed been changed, and if |
do not like theresults, | have only my own pride to blame."

"Do not judge yoursdlf too harshly,” Diernareplied. "I mysdlf
tried to shape the fate of Britannia, and | tell you that though our
choices may determine the manner of itsworking, it isthe Goddess
who decides our ultimate destiny.”

It is not only the Christians who sometimes need absolution,
| thought, blinking back tears.

For alittle while we waked in slence. The morning sun was
burning the fog away. Silver ripples gleamed as a heron stalked among
the reeds. Beyond them | saw the green dope of the Tor, and the huts
of the monks clustering around Joseph's round church.

A gesture summoned Diernas companions. "Do you remember
Haggaia?' The slver-haired Druid gave measmile, and | recognized in
hisface an echo of the laughing boy who had loved to play bal with
Eldri solong ago. "And thisis Tderi, whom | have been training.”

To be your successor, | thought, smiling at the dark-haired



woman beside her. "Teleri: | know and give thanksto the Lady for
bringing her safdy home."

"1 bring with me two who have become my daughters, and my
own great-grandchild,” | said then.

"And do they also wish to cross over to Avaon?'

Lenaseyeswere shining. "Thisislike adream that turns out to
betrue If youwill have us, | and my daughter will gladly go.”

Diernas gaze grew wistful as shelooked at Crispa. "My own
children died,” she said then. "It will be good to train another child of
our blood for Avaon..."

But | had turned to Cunoarda, and my heart sank as| saw on her
cheeksthe dlver track of tears. "What isit, my dear?

"1 will missyou till my lifésend, lady, but | cannot go," she
whispered. "'l need to learn how to use the freedom you have given me.
Anditisthe Chrigt, not your Goddess, whom my heart follows, and |
cannot do that on your ide.”

"Then stay, with my blessing.” | kissed her on the brow. It would
be no useto tell her that there was a place beyond al such divisions
where Truth was One. She till belonged in thisworld.

"That issettled, then,” Diernasaid briskly. The bargeiswaiting.
Wewill bregkfast onthe holy ide.”

"Not quite-" | pointed out over the waters. Tor you to accept me
means much, but Ganeda cast me out. | must prove-to mysdlf, if not to
you-that | am il apriestess. Let me cal the mists, and win my own
way back to Avaon."



The barge rocks to the push of the poles as the boatmen
move us away from the shore. lean see the silver waters part
before the prow. Dierna sits beside me, trying to hide her doulbts,
and Cunoarda is watching from the village, hoping that | will fail
and return with her to Londinium. Perhaps they are right to
question, and this vow of mine is no more than a final act of pride.

But since | cameto thisdecision | have been silently
rehearsing the words of power. If | have got themwrong,
everyone will pity the foolish old woman who thought she was still
apriestess. But if | succeed ...

It isthe gift of age to remember the events of fifty years ago
mor e clearly than what happened yesterday. Suddenly the timing
and distances of thisjourney are clear. My heart is pounding, and
when the shifting flow of energy around us peaks, it ishard to
breathe. Crispa steadies me as | get to my feet, shoulder-joints
protesting as | raise my arms high.

| fight for air, and then, all at once, power surges through
me. Words pour from my lips, and now it is easy, so easy to bring
down the mists and dlip through the chill dark passage between
theworlds. | can hear the others calling out in alarm, but | cannot
allow themto distract me now, for the silver vellsaround us are
thinning, wisping away in coruscations of rainbow radiance-

Light is everywhere, light all around me, light that grows

beyond all the words | have for vision until | see, glowing asif lit
fromwithin, the shores of Avalon...
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