

[image: e9781429983464_cover.jpg]







[image: e9781429983464_i0001.jpg]






For Michael



 This book is dedicated
 to the hope that men everywhere
 may discover brotherhood,
 and find freedom.




Table of Contents


Title Page


PART ONE - THE BLUE MOUNTAINS

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13



PART TWO - THE SEA OF GRASS

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29



PART THREE - AGAIN, THE BLUE MOUNTAINS

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32



BY MORGAN LLYWELYN FROM TOM DOHERTY ASSOCIATES

Praise for The Horse Goddess

Afterward …

Copyright Page






PART ONE

THE BLUE MOUNTAINS







Chapter 1

It was night, and the spirits walked.

In the lodge of the lord of the tribe, Toutorix, the Invincible Boar, Epona waited for the representatives of the spirits to come for her. Since sunrise she had carried a knot in her belly, but she refused to give in to it. She had gone through the day as if it were any other day, pretending not to notice the jealous teasing of the other girls and the suddenly speculative glances of the boys. She had eaten her meals without tasting them and had licked her fingers afterward as if she had found the food delicious. It was important to avoid offending the spirits of the animals and plants that had been sacrificed for her nourishment.

As the sun moved across the sky the knot in her belly became a stone. The older women began preparing her for the night’s ritual, and she submitted in silence as they bathed her body in three changes of cold water, and oiled her skin with perfumed oil from a silver Hellene ewer. Rigantona watched closely to be certain no drop was wasted. It was her oil and her ewer.


Epona’s masses of tangled, tawny hair were pulled smooth with a bronze comb and plaited into three braids, with a copper ball knotted into the end of each to signify her status as the daughter of Rigantona, the chief’s wife. Rosy-cheeked Brydda batted at the balls to make them swing, and laughed like a child, but for once her infectious gaiety did not strike an answering note in Epona.

After sundown she could no longer wear the short tunic appropriate for children, but she was not yet a woman, so her mother wrapped her in a blanket woven of soft baby goats’ hair and pinned it securely with one of her own bronze brooches. “Be certain you return that brooch to me afterward,” Rigantona said sharply. “Don’t you dare lose it!”

Afterward. It was hard to believe there might be an Afterward, when you were going into the unknown to face the spirits. Epona looked into her mother’s face and thought of all the questions she wished she could ask, but she said nothing aloud. What lay ahead was mystery. To be worthy of her blood she must face it bravely, just as any warrior went to certain death, knowing that life continued beyond. Afterward.

At night the spirits walked.

When the long purple shadows swallowed the lake the women would come for her. Epona’s younger brothers and sisters sat big-eyed on their sleeping benches, waiting. The chief and his wife stood on either side of her, proud and tall, prepared for the arrival of the gutuiters. They heard the footsteps on the path outside. They heard the knock: three heavy blows on the wooden door.

Epona’s heart was pounding, but she tossed her head back and stood very straight as the door was thrust open. Nematona, Daughter of the Trees and senior gutuiter, a woman as lean and vigorous as a mountain pine in spite of her many winters, strode into the room. “We have come for the girl child,” she announced with the authority of her office. Two other women entered behind her, bringing with them a scent of sweet smoke and bitter herbs.

“She is not ready,” Rigantona protested according to custom but without sincerity. She had waited a long time for this
night, to see the child leave. She held Epona by one shoulder and Toutorix took hold of the other, ready to propel the girl forward if she should threaten to humiliate them by balking. Children did sometimes struggle at this final moment, and even those who knew her best could not always predict what Epona might do.

“Come,” Nematona commanded, holding out her hand.

I do this willingly, Epona said in her mind, to her mother. If I did not, you could not force me; you could not! She had had many similar conversations with her mother over the seasons, not all of them silent.

She clasped Nematona’s hand firmly, realizing by the warmth of the gutuiter’s fingers how cold her own were. It would have been clever to warm her hands by the fire before the women came for her, but of course no one had suggested it and now it was too late. What was done now must be of her own doing.

Nematona led her from the chief’s house, the other two women walking beside them, holding torches aloft. Epona ached to steal one look backward, to see if her parents were watching her straight back and squared shoulders; but she heard the door pulled shut behind her, its hinges creaking. Only the lord of the tribe had the new iron hinges Goibban had recently designed. Epona heard the thud of the bolt, signifying that the child was now barred from the lodge of the mother; she might enter again only after she had passed into her nextlife.

The lodge of Toutorix occupied a central position in the village, a community of dwellings and workplaces built of timber and clinging to the western shore of a narrow, winding alpine lake. Grouped around the chief’s house were the lodges of his nearest kinsmen, the nobles of the tribe, and beyond these clustered the smaller lodges of miners and craftsmen and stockmen. Arranged for convenience around the village perimeter were the workshops and carpenters’ pavilion, the dome-shaped bakehouse and smokehouses, the storage pits and holding pens for the livestock. In a place of honor,
slightly set apart and surrounded by precious space, stood the forge of Goibban the smith.

The mountains rose abruptly, crowding in on the village as if to shove it from its precariously narrow perch into the cold lake. Clinging to the forested slopes above were the lodges of more miners, for many men now worked the great Salt Mountain. In the folds of the hills, above deep wooded valleys, were the old smelters and mine shafts that had supplied the tribe with copper for bronze-making for many generations. Nearby were the huts of the charcoal burners, the strange men who held themselves apart from most aspects of village life yet faithfully cut wood and tended the smoldering charcoal mounds upon which the forge and smelters depended.

A timbered palisade shielded the village from view of the stony path leading up over the hills to the mountain passes. Four nights to the west, along that trail, lay the famed Amber Road leading far north to the “sea gold” of the Baltik, and south to sunny Etruria, where it was partially paved with stone and causeways had been built over the frequent marshes.

Along this road were shipped copper ingots and bronze ornaments, furs and hides and cattle, casks of honey and resins, bales of wool beeswax and tools and countless wagonloads of salt, the outpouring produce of the Blue Mountains.

Following the same road up from the south came gold and silver, wine and olive oil, faience glass beads and topaz jewelry and ivory bangles, perfumes and dyes, and tanned strangers from lands warmed by the seas of endless summer.

Aside from the trail through the mountains, which villagers called the trade road, the only other access to the community was by water, across the lake. This proved a convenient route for floating out timber and bulk shipments of salt to be moved into the descending waterways and the network of rivers to the north.

Up the steep valley at the head of the lake was the great Salt Mountain itself, dominating the thoughts of all those within its sphere of influence, providing a wealth for the tribe
of the Kelti that they could neither measure nor exhaust.

For most of each day, the village lay in the shadow of the towering mountains. What little level terrain existed was long since crowded with buildings, except for the tribe’s commonground, near the lodge of Toutorix. Epona and the three gutuiters must cross this open space on their way to the sacred grove and the house of Kernunnos, Priest of the Stag, chief priest of the Kelti.

Shapechanger.

No! Epona would not let herself think about the shapechanger. Her loathing for the man might weaken her, and she must not allow that to happen. I will do this my way, she said to herself. My way. She matched her pace to the processional stride of the gutuiters and pressed her lips together to keep them from quivering.

Sometime during the long day one of the women attending her, Suleva, She Who Bears Only Daughters, had broken the prohibitions to whisper a fragmented warning: “You must not show fear. An awful thing will happen if …” Then the woman shrank into herself and said nothing more.

The gutuiters began the ancient chant:



“Maiden to sacrifice, 
maiden to sacrifice. 
See her go. 
See her go. 
Dark is the night, 
cold is the wind. 
See her go. 
See her go. 
Follow the fire, 
follow the fire. 
See her go! 
See her go!”



They moved their upper bodies in time to the chant, bending from side to side so the torches they carried made swirling patterns of light. The swaying movements and light dizzied
Epona, and it was an effort to keep her steps regular, one foot set neatly in a direct line in front of the other as was proper for mountain dwellers.

Spectators, crowding into the doorways of their lodges, took up the chant: “Maiden to sacrifice. See her go!” Their voices rang in the night air, calling the attention of the spirits to Epona.

As she came abreast of each lodge, those who watched were careful to look down, for it was considered dangerous to meet eyes with a person passing between worlds.

An evening breeze sprang up, bringing the smoke from Kernunnos’ lodge to meet the little procession, and as they passed the house of the dead, the voice of the chief priest could be heard, joining in the chant with secret words from the language of the spirits. That harsh voice carried a long way.

The valley seemed to grow darker, as if the residual twilight were being sucked out of it by the smoke and the chanting. The breeze became a cold wind from mountain passes still blocked by snow, and the ice crystals it carried froze out the softer scent of the pines at the edge of the sacred grove.

Epona did not look at the trees, but she heard Nematona call to them with love, and heard the soughing of their branches in answer. There was a spirit of exceptional power in the sacred grove. To walk close to the gnarled trees was to feel its presence, like a multitude of eyes looking at you, like the humming of a vast hive of bees, like the breathing of great animals, crouched and waiting, thinking unimaginable thoughts.

The people of the village gave up the chant and went back into their sturdy safe lodges, to their bright warm fires. Only Epona and the gutuiters remained under the open sky, where the awakening stars could see them.

The path became narrow and broken, and sharp stones pressed into Epona’s bare feet. Beyond the trees stood the magic house of Kernunnos, which she had never seen, for children were forbidden to go near it. It was built of oak, like the house of the dead, instead of birch, as other lodges were.
The wood of the sacred tree was used for these special buildings because having once been sanctified they must stand forever; they could not be remade.

There was another structural difference between the house of Kernunnos and those of other people. All other lodges of the living were rectangular, that of Kernunnos was built to conform to the sacred circle. Trees crowded close behind the priest’s lodge, and Epona knew from whispered stories that the ravens of Kernunnos sat hunched like black spirits of doom in those trees, surely aware of her approach.

The smoke issuing from the magic house was acrid and made her cough.

The gutuiters stripped her of her blanket before shoving her inside the lodge. At first she could see nothing, could be aware of nothing but the smoke stinging her eyes and nostrils and the sound of the chanting reverberating through her being, making her part of itself. A beating like a drum. There was a drum; she could make out its voice, the booming of the priest drum, and it came closer. Something was coming closer. Something terrible and irresistible.

There was a shrill cry directly in front of her, and a face materialized from the smoke, a sharp-featured face like that of a fox, with yellow eyes that burned into hers. The power of those eyes made everything else fade away and she saw only the feral gaze of Kernunnos the priest.

Shapechanger!

Epona was nauseated by the visceral revulsion she always suffered when she was near the chief priest, but she struggled to fight it off. It must not interfere with the ritual.

Kernunnos was dressed in a cloak of animal skins, with dangling paws that swung limply as he circled the girl. She smelled his body; rank, musky, a wild animal’s smell. His eyes stared and glittered. On his head towered the branching antler headdress that marked him as a shapechanger, the rarest of the druii, the most awesome member of that priesthood whose talents were passed on through the blood or, occasionally, bestowed as a sign of exceptional favor from the spirits themselves.


In one hand Kernunnos grasped a piece of horn, a prong taken from the antlers of a mighty stag sacrificed generations before. The bone had been polished and sharpened to a fine point. At its tip it bore a permanent stain, like ocher.

Kernunnos lifted the prong to the level of Epona’s eyes and shook it at her. “Your time has come,” he chanted in a singsong voice. “One life is over. One life begins. It is always so. Make ready for the spirit of the strong and the powerful, Epona, the strong and the powerful. Make ready for the sacrifice of the blood, for the blood is the life. Make ready for life, Epona.”

“E-po-na, E-po-na,” the women chanted. They began to move, dancing, bending, forming a circle around the pair in the center, holding them within its magic ring. Circling, circling.

“Epona!” they cried. “Mother to daughter to mother to daughter, open the way. Open the way!” The gutuiters danced faster and Kernunnos began to dance too, turning with them, always holding the sharpened prong before Epona’s eyes as if he were using it to lead her. She followed him because there seemed nothing else to do. Her feet had no will of their own, moving in an ancient pattern her flesh and blood knew but her mind did not. Kernunnos understood. His hot eyes smiled at her across the antler; through the smoke. He lowered his hand and the prong touched her breast, just pressing the skin at first and then digging in hard, drawing blood. Kernunnos danced and turned and darted at her again and again, seeking out the tender parts of her body, watching with his feral eyes to see how she reacted.

He could kill her easily. He could tear open her unprotected body with that horn and kill her, and there was nothing she could do about it. Who could question a sacred ritual? Who knew what the spirits might direct him to do? Epona had walked into mystery; no one who returned from the lodge of Kernunnos ever spoke of the ceremonies performed there. It was forbidden.

With balled fists held tight to her sides, she faced the priest and waited with all the dwindling courage she possessed,
aware of her bravado draining out of her like urine trickling down her legs. Never before in her life had she, eldest daughter in the lodge of the chief, been hurt; only skinned knees and stone-bruised heels, and a kick from one of Kwelon’s oxen. She was unprepared for pain; hot, lancing pain. She fought to keep herself from shrinking away from the stabbing antler.

The dancing unit, with Kernunnos and the girl still held in its center, moved closer to the firepit in the middle of the lodge. The youngest and fairest of the gutuiters, Tena, She Who Summons Fire, took a pottery jar from the stone hearth and shook its contents over the flames, murmuring an invocation. A gout of greenish smoke belched up from the coals, filling the lodge with a smell like overripe fruit.

The smoke swirled around Epona, caressing her. It filled her lungs and her brain and permeated her being, and with it came a sort of ecstasy, a drunkenness such as affected those who drank too much wine. Nothing seemed so important anymore. Her blanket was gone, and with it her mother’s precious brooch … so? Kernunnos whirled and gibbered and the pain came … but? It did not matter. It was hard to remember that she had ever been afraid. Her newly grown breasts felt heavy for the first time, and there was a heat at the bottom of her belly that had not been there before. Not so much a heat as an ache, a needing …

She turned and turned like a hungry child seeking the mother’s nipple, and the ache went with her. She surrendered to it. She collapsed into this wonderful soft swirling sensation with its colors and odors and a faraway ringing of bells—were they the little bronze bells the women wore on their ankles? Did it matter? How delightful to be cushioned in this new way and feel a reasonless happiness glowing through her flesh. She smiled. She laughed softly to herself. She shook her head so the weight of her braids whipped around her and she was not afraid.

The hot smoky air felt good on her bare skin, and the lightning flashes of pain as the antler kissed her meant nothing; they could not hurt her. She was sweating profusely and the
close air of the lodge made her wish she had more clothes to take off, take off her very skin, break free of whatever it was that was pressing in on her, pressing …

She was very dizzy. The drum was beating and the bells were tinkling and the gutuiters were singing in faraway voices. A wave of nausea shook her and she closed her eyes for a heartbeat, feeling her balance desert her as she did so. She stumbled forward, throwing out her hands, expecting the priest to break her fall, but Kernunnos was no longer there. He was behind her now, prodding cruelly between her legs, and the pain was too intense to be denied. She was on her hands and knees and he was hurting her, hurting her … she chewed her lips to keep from crying out. With an incredible effort she managed to stagger to her feet and face him, refusing to be savaged from behind.

The prong slashed like a knife across her breasts.

The shapechanger stared at her. His lips were drawn back from his teeth into an animal’s snarl, and he was singing a high-pitched ululation that changed and became the cry of wolves on a winter night, far off in some snow-filled valley. No one who heard that cry could escape the thrill of fear that followed the wolf’s passage down countless generations. The wolf sang of wisdom, of loneliness and freedom, reminding men huddled in their lodges that there were wiser spirits in the world—and better hunters.

The shapechanger looked at Epona through a wolf’s face. The animal itself seemed to stand before her, marking her for its prey. To her surprise, in that desperate moment some inner prompting came to her, as clear and sharp as a human voice speaking. With a nod of understanding, Epona looked into the terrifying visage of the shapechanger and drew her own lips back from her teeth, matching him snarl for snarl.

Kernunnos laughed.

The women seized her and lowered her to the ground. One sat on her chest and the other two spread her legs wide so the priest could dance between them. The chanting became muted as Kernunnos invoked the names of the spirits of tree and stone and earth, calling on them all to witness the ritual
and accept the girl’s passage to the nextlife. When he sang the names of the water spirits the women wailed in chorus, spitting into the palms of their hands and rubbing the liquid on Epona’s skin. When he called upon the fire Tena gave a great cry and light blazed up in the lodge.

Epona felt very far away from herself. She waited passively now, almost indifferently, as Kernunnos squatted between her spread legs and deftly guided the sacred horn to the entrance of her body. The priest closed his eyes and sang the song of the gateway; he demanded admittance for the spirit of life. As the chant rose in power the women moaned and fell silent. The voice of Kernunnos shrilled upward into a final ringing note and one exquisite stab of pain lanced through Epona.

The women shouted in triumph.

The girl lay panting on the floor. They did not hold her now; they stood at a respectful distance, smiling down, and Nematona extended a hand to help her to her feet. Tena and Uiska, Voice of the Waters, came closer to caress her fondly. It hurt to move but she would not let them see her wince. Why give way to pain now, when the worst was over? She was surprised to realize the smoke had cleared away completely, and the lodge of the priest was just a warm room with a friendly fire blazing in the circular firepit.

She stood swaying, vaguely aware that the women were sponging her body with heated water. As her vision cleared, she realized the priest’s lodge was far different from the luxuriously furnished home of the lord of the tribe. The dwelling of Kernunnos resembled an animal’s lair.

Every bedshelf was covered, not with soft fur robes, but with whole skins bearing feet and tails. The heads had polished pebbles for eyes. The hides of larger animals, such as stag and bear, were pulled into lifelike postures by leather thongs suspended from the lodgepoles that supported the thatched roof. Dead birds, their bodies gutted and packed with salt, roosted in every crevice and spread their wings against the walls in startlingly lifelike flight. Rams’ horns and stags’ antlers were fastened on every available surface, creating a forest of horns. Boars’ tusks and the bleached skulls of
wolves were lined up around the hearthstone, crowded amid the pots and jars.

Only the priest was missing. Epona could not remember his leaving; he was just not there anymore.

The three women moved around her, kneading her flesh with melted fat, making little clucking sounds when her thighs quivered involuntarily. “You will be all right now,” said Tena in her hot quick voice. “You are a woman thisnight, and from now on your spirit will guide you wisely. You passed your test very well.”

It was the first time one of the priesthood had spoken to her as an adult. She tried to answer in a voice too quavery to trust, then cleared her throat and tried again.

“It wasn’t bad. It didn’t hurt,” she told them.

The gutuiters exchanged glances of approval.

“You are brave,” said Nematona. “You have proven fit to be the mother of warriors.”

What was it Suleva had said? “You must not show fear. An awful thing will happen.” Suleva, She Who Bears Only Daughters.

Epona flushed with pride, but the insatiable curiosity that was part of her nature prompted her to ask, “Why is it so important to bear warriors? We are never attacked here in the Blue Mountains.”

“Not in your lifetime, no.” Nematona passed her knife hand across her eyes in the classic sign of negation. “But that is only because the battle reputation of Toutorix discourages other tribes from trying to capture the Salt Mountain. Yet we have fought before, and doubtless will again. We must all be capable of defending what is ours.

“But the children you bear will never have to fight for the Salt Mountain, Epona, because they will not be born here. Men will come from distant tribes of the people and give Toutorix many gifts in order to ask for you as wife. You will be highly prized, not only because you come from the chief’s lodge but also because you are a strong, healthy young woman with courage to pass on to your sons—sons who will take their first meat from the tip of your husband’s sword and
serve as warriors in his tribe, wherever that may be.”

Nematona’s words reminded the girl of another cause for concern, now that the ritual of woman-making was completed. Like all women of the people, she was free to choose her own husband from among any who might ask for her, but the man she selected would make her part of his tribe in some place far from the Blue Mountains.

No, Epona said silently, stubbornly, inside herself. Not me. It will be different for me; I have my own plans.

It WILL be different for me. I will make it so!

Nematona brought her a thick fur robe and folded it around her body. Pale-haired Uiska, of the colorless eyes and snowy skin, pinned the robe closed with Rigantona’s brooch, a massive bronze circle incised with a curvilinear design that drew the eye along the endless turnings of existence. It was a favorite pattern of the people, the representation of life flowing into life.

Redheaded Tena stroked the fur robe. “This was made from the hide of a pregnant she-bear,” she told Epona. “Very strong magic. It has been saved for a long time for the daughter of Rigantona.”

The robe was heavy and had a rank smell. When Epona wrinkled her nose, Tena chuckled. “Awful, isn’t it? I suspect it needs airing, Epona. When the Hellene traders come after snowmelt, get some kinnamon from them and rub into the fur. Until then, you really don’t have to wear it; it’s just a symbol of your new status.”

“By now everyone in the village knows my new status,” Epona replied. “But I will wear it, in spite of the smell. It isn’t as bad as the odor of the squatting pit or the dye cauldrons, and as you say, fresh air will help.” She could imagine the way her sisters’ eyes would shine when she came home wearing that splendid fur, and the fun they would have dressing up in it. Even Rigantona had nothing better.

Nematona opened the door of the lodge and Epona was astonished to see pearlescent dawn above the mountains. Had the night passed so quickly?

Of course—one must never forget the power of the spirits.


Mindful of the responsibilities of her profession, one of the gutuiters took Epona by the shoulders and faced her toward the rising sun. It was time for the final phase of her initiation into womanhood.

Uiska began it, in the solemn teaching voice all druii employed when giving instruction. “The sacrifice has been offered and accepted; the portents are good. You will be a fertile woman. The gateway of life has been opened within you, so you can enjoy bedsports and lifemaking with a man without fear of pain, and your children will begin with pleasure and enter thisworld smiling.

“But another gateway has been opened as well. You are now an adult member of the people, which means the spirit within you has been awakened. From now on you must always have an ear turned inward to listen for its voice, the voice that speaks without words. When it commands, you must always obey. That is wisdom.

“We do not encourage a child to listen to its spirit, because the spirit of a child, newly housed in flesh after living in the otherworlds, is playful and giddy, like one who drinks too much wine for the first time. It lacks good judgment. We do not call to awaken that spirit until both it and the body have had time to mature. For you that season is at hand, and now your spirit is fully awake. You have become a free woman of the Kelti, Epona, daughter of Rigantona. Never forget!” Her voice lashed the whip of command.

She continued, “There are times when the spirit will warn you for no reason you can see, but always pay heed to such warnings. To be deaf to the voice of the spirit within is to be crippled, a burden to others for as long as you live. It is better to have been born with a physical deformity and been exposed on the mountainside so your spirit could seek better housing. But you are not crippled, Epona; you can hear the voice. Like sight and smell, touch and taste and hearing, it is a sense to guide you. Use it well.”

Epona nodded. That was what had happened, then; in the moment when the shapechanger appeared to be a wolf and
she snarled back at him, the spirit within had spoken to her, telling her to show defiance.

“But how does my spirit know these things?” she asked Nematona, who was standing to one side, watching her with a grave smile. “Where does its knowledge come from?”

“From the source of all wisdom,” the senior gutuiter replied. “From the great fire of life that is shared by every living thing, in thisworld and in the otherworlds. The spirit within you is just one spark from that fire, but through it you are given access to the accumulated knowledge of the whole, if you will only learn to listen.”

Epona frowned, trying to stretch her thoughts wide enough to embrace understanding. “Are you saying the spirit in me is kin to the spirits in the animals and plants? How can that be?”

Tena spoke up, taking her turn in the instruction. “All life is part of one life,” she said, “and that one is sacred to all. We worship it in each of its many forms. It animates us and we share in its immortality. The spirit known in thislife as Epona will die and be reborn, slip in and out of the flesh, move from world to world, as we all shall, but it will continue to partake of life because we are all parts of the whole.

“The great spirit of life has many faces. In summer we worship it in the form of the goddess, for spring and summer are the seasons of the female, the time of birth and harvest, the celebration of warmth and light and fertility, life renewing itself.

“Snowseason is the season of the male, the hunter of the autumn and the craftsman of the winter, the provider who shelters and protects. It is the time for testing, for strength and endurance, and for the death that precedes birth.

“Death is nothing to fear, for life comes after. Spring follows winter. Morning follows the night. Be joyous and unafraid, Epona, for you are part of immortal life itself, and the great fire burns in you.”

Tena stretched out her hand and laid it palm down on Epona’s forehead. Without conscious volition, Epona closed her eyes and crossed her hands over her heart in response. A
radiance filled her; a commitment to her place in the endless cycle; a pleasure in being part of the whole.

The gutuiters walked back to the chief’s lodge with her, not surrounding her as guards, but following one pace behind as an escort of honor. As she walked, Epona felt little twinges of pain and something warm trickled down her legs. By the time she reached her family’s lodge her thighs were sticky and she could smell blood.

At the door of the house the gutuiters saluted her and turned away. Over her shoulder, Tena said, “Take care not to dream of a man nextnight,” and the other two laughed. Nematona laughed like the rustling of leaves; Uiska’s chuckle echoed the bubbling of brook water.

In accordance with the ancient custom, the older members of Epona’s family had kept watch for her through the night. Toutorix had honored her by dressing for her arrival in a fresh linen tunic and new woolen cloak, Rigantona’s finest weaving, in the red and green plaid of his family. Around his neck he wore the heavy gold neckring of a proven warrior chief, and massive bronze bracelets reinforced the strength of his wrists. The hair on his head had been newly bleached with lime paste, disguising the fact that it was no longer ruddy gold but streaked with silver, thick with the frost that obliges a man to measure his age in winters rather than summers. His cheeks were clean shaven, as was customary for a man of noble rank, but beneath them his mustache and beard were as luxuriant as ever. Toutorix wore an air of aggressive masculinity as easily as he wore his tartan cloak, though his broad shoulders were beginning to stoop and the muscles in his legs had grown stringy.

Married women still made approaches to him and many children in the Blue Mountains bore the stamp of the lord of the tribe on their faces: the passionate proud features and sky-colored eyes.

Over his tunic Toutorix sported a broad leather belt ornamented with bronze plates and squeezing him a bit more tightly than it had in his youth. But he was not fat; no man of the people would willingly allow himself to grow fat, to
suffer the ridicule and punishment meted out to one who lost his shape and could not fasten his belt. Seen casually, he was the same powerful patriarch his family had always known, and Epona was warmed by the sight of him.

Arrayed in her best linen gown, Rigantona stood beside her husband. She was seasons younger than the chieftain, but as women did not bleach their hair it was possible to see that frost was making inroads in her yellow braids. Yet her shoulders were broad and proudly carried, and the breasts that had suckled many children were still relatively firm. When she raised her arms the muscles rippled in them as they had done when she was a girl, so skilled in the use of sword and spear that no boy her age could stand against her. No longer did she train, stripped, to fight beside her husband if needed, however; by now she was content to enjoy a degree of leisure and wear all the jewelry she possessed wrapped around her neck and stacked on her arms and fingers. The autumn of her life was a pleasant season for Rigantona.

Epona saluted the chief, then went directly to her mother to show she had returned the brooch. Rigantona examined it thoroughly before looking at her daughter’s face at all.

“I am told I did well,” Epona remarked, knowing better than to expect warmth or praise from her mother. Rigantona was not like other mothers. “I might have done better if I had known what to expect,” the young woman added.

“The rituals are mysteries,” Rigantona responded. “Tests, to see how well we face the unknown. Did you cry out?”

“No.”

“Good. Toutorix was worried about you, but I told him no daughter of mine would prove a weakling.” She turned away from Epona and lifted the brooch to the firelight so she could admire its design once more.

Epona started to get a drink of water from the embossed bronze hydra on its tripod by the door, a luxury purchased from the Hellenes and now copied in every household in the village, but Alator was there ahead of her, anxious to fill her cup. His eyes glowed with pleasure at being the first to offer a drink to the new woman in the family. Epona smiled at her
younger brother, remembering how she had hurried in the same way to be the first to do a service for their older brother Okelos, when he returned, pale but swaggering, from his man-making.

She longed to wash the sticky blood from her thighs and crawl onto her bedshelf, but there were still rituals to be observed, and her dry throat burned with thirst. She said the customary thanks to the spirit of the water and carefully scattered drops in the four directions before draining the cup. Then her family lined up to congratulate her, and there was a small feast.

She was exhausted, but she would not show it. Stand tall! urged the spirit within. Your new life begins.




Chapter 2

Epona spent the early morning in fitful slumber, never deep enough to be transported into the dreamworld. Instead she wandered through a shadowed place where the real and the unreal melted together and were wrenched apart by something cruel, with an animal’s face. At last she gave up the effort to sleep altogether and sat up on her bedshelf.

It was the first day of her life as a woman.

She ground her fists into her eyes to rub the mist from them. I wonder if I look different now? she thought. Will Goibban like me?

Before leaving her bedshelf she gazed contentedly at the chief’s lodge in which she lived, appreciating it anew after spending the night in the magic house. Her home was a large rectangular hall, built of snugly fitted birch logs and topped with a steep thatched roof. An opening at either end, just below the ridgepole, allowed light and air. As was appropriate for the chosen leader of his people, the house of Toutorix possessed a carved rooftree, its surface covered with intertwining
patterns of life, with symbols for the more powerful spirits, with mystic signs to reinforce authority and fertility. These were carved not only on the downward face of the rooftree, but all the way around, even where they were hidden by the thatch, for they were meant for other than human eyes.

The family’s bedshelves, constructed of tamped and hardened clay, extended down both sides of the lodge, providing sleeping space for more than a dozen people. The shelves were covered with piles of furs and served as seats during the day. Beside them were wooden chests, carved and painted by the craftsmen of the tribe, designed to hold clothing and household articles. Tools, weapons, and the two-horned staff of chiefdom that Toutorix used for refereeing games took up space in the corners. As in all lodges, a firepit occupied the center of the room, with cooking utensils on its stone hearth and a bronze cauldron suspended by iron chains above it.

In a choice location close to the fire stood Rigantona’s wooden loom, towering up into the shadows. Weights hung from each of the vertical warp threads, and the frame was painted with ocher to show the honor in which the premier activity of the household was held. Rigantona herself sat behind the loom, her strong arms moving as energetically as if she had enjoyed a night’s sleep. She did not look up as her daughter got off the bed, but she spoke to her.

“Now that you’re a woman, Epona, you can take my turn in the bakehouse today. I want to get my weaving finished before the traders start coming; it would never do for them to see my family in the same clothes we were wearing last sunseason.”

At the far end of the room Brydda, the young wife of Okelos, was sitting on her bedshelf, playing with her new baby by swinging a string of blue beads in the air above it and laughing when the infant gurgled and cooed. The action distracted Rigantona from her daughter. “Where did you get those beads, Brydda?” she demanded to know.

The girl hesitated. “Okelos gave them to me.”

Rigantona pushed herself away from the loom and stood up. “They look like mine,” she said.


Brydda shifted on her seatbones. “Okelos gave them to me,” she repeated. “I give you my word.” She met Rigantona’s eyes with her own.

Rigantona stopped her advance on the young woman. No one of the people would question the sworn word of another; as everyone knew, words had more magic than weapons. “Very well,” she said, with obvious disappointment. She sighed and turned back to her loom.

During the exchange between the two women. Epona sat on her heels beside her bedshelf and opened her clothing chest. When she raised the lid she stared in astonishment. The brief, coarsely woven tunics of childhood were gone, and in their place, carefully folded, were ankle-length robes she had never seen before. Even in the shadows of the lodge they glowed with bright colors. New clothes. Women’s clothes, of dyed wool and linen instead of the plain undyed fabrics used for children. Rigantona must have put them there while her daughter was in the priest’s lodge.

Epona lifted out a soft red gown and held it up, recalling when that lot of wool had been dyed. “I like a warmer red than this,” Rigantona had remarked, rejecting the material for her own wardrobe. Now Epona gladly slipped the gown over her head and buckled her leather girdle around her waist. Beside her bedshelf were shoes of chewed leather, shoes that remembered the shape of her feet. Shoes she had worn the day before, when she was a child. Would they still know her feet, now those toes belonged to a woman? She slipped into them and smiled to herself; they were the same friends they had always been. Good. She bound them snugly around her ankles with leather thongs so the mud left by melting snow would not suck them off.

Epona possessed only the jewelry appropriate for children, bracelets and anklets of bronze and wood, but she found a new circlet of beautifully engraved copper waiting in the chest, beneath the colored wool. She glanced toward Rigantona, but her mother was once more preoccupied with her loom. Perhaps this ornament had been too small to go around the wrist of the chief’s wife.


She slipped it on and started for the door.

Brydda called, “Wouldn’t you like something to eat? The little children left broth in the pot and here is some of the cheese you like.”

“No, your spirit is generous, but I’m not hungry yet. I just want to go outside for a little while before I go to the bakehouse.”

Brydda nodded. Epona was an adult now. She was responsible for caring for herself and getting her own work done; the others would supervise her no longer. From now on it would be a point of honor with her to see that she completed her share of the labor.

The outside air was so sharp it knifed into Epona’s throat and left the brittle taste of ice on her tongue. She drew breath all the way to the bottom of her lungs and held it, letting it burn, because it would feel so good when she finally exhaled.

Aaahhh.

After the atmosphere of the lodge, thick with the smells of people and food and sleep, a breath of the pine-scented wind was like a drink of honeyed water.

Epona stretched, reaching her arms high and twisting with animal sensuality. The long gown she wore felt strange, bulky. It would seem odd to have her legs covered all the time by skirts.

A pale candescence of light shouldered the mountains as the morning sun finally cleared them. Forested peaks soared skyward, beautiful and free as birdsong, patterned with constantly changing light and shadow and fragrant with conifers. The lake sparkled below, brilliant points of white light rippling on its surface as a breeze moved across it.

I wonder if I look different? Epona asked herself again. She could have gone back to the lodge and borrowed Rigantona’s polished bronze mirror, but that might start an argument. Fortunately there was a substitute close at hand—the clear dark lake, an intense blue-green in the morning light.

She started across the commonground, headed toward the water.

Drifting smoke carried cooking smells from the lodges,
from meat boiling in bronze cauldrons and barley simmering in water heated by stones from the firepit. Children ran through the village, yelling with the ceaseless energy that characterized all the people. Dogs barked, birds sang overhead, half-wild pigs rooted between the lodges.

Most of the miners had already left for the Salt Mountain, dividing themselves into crews for cutting the rock salt and for felling and placing the timbers to support the galleries within the mine. Few worked in the old copper mine anymore; the salt was more profitable. The last contingent of stragglers was just setting out, the unmarried men who had no wives to urge them off their bedshelves or handclasp them at the doorway. Six or seven of them came across the commonground on a line destined to intersect with Epona’s, their casual banter changing to something else as they approached the girl.

The men of the Kelti were much taller and more powerfully built than the Etruscan and Hellene traders who came to barter for their salt. Fair of skin, they bleached the hair on their heads with lime paste and combed it stiffly back from their foreheads. Their eyes were the color of sky and water, and each man sported a beard of yellow or reddish gold and a heavy, drooping mustache, proud symbol of virility.

The miners were dressed in thick wool tunics, their legs wrapped in fur leggings bound by leather thongs. Mittens of leather and sheepskin caps protected them from the numbing chill within the Salt Mountain. On their backs were leather knapsacks fastened to wooden frames, containing bundles of pine twigs to be burned for illumination within the mine. The chunks of salt from the day’s labor would be carried home through the twilight in those same backpacks.

Each man had a tally stick thrust through his belt, notched to show the number of loads of salt he had brought out of the mine during that moon period. A man of the Kelti could make up a splendid fiction about his sexual prowess—if no quick-tongued woman was nearby to contradict him—or he might invent an astonishing tale of impossible feats on the sports field. But he would not falsify the number of notches
on his tally stick, for that represented his sworn word as to the exact share of the trade goods he was entitled to receive for his efforts. A man who tried to cheat the others of the tribe by claiming more than his due was sent to the spirits in the otherworlds to apologize.

As they drew near Epona the miners’ walk became a swagger, with shoulders thrown back and strong white teeth glinting through their mustaches. They strutted, they grinned, they nudged each other aside in an effort to attract the attention of the newest woman in the valley.

For the first time in her life, Epona saw men looking at her as they did not look at children.

“Hai, Epona!” one of them called. “Sunshine on your head!”

“A day without shadows,” she responded, feeling a flutter of excitement at the base of her throat. At last, the real beginning of her adult life! The men fell into step beside her, crowding close, saying flattering things, patting or pinching her or touching her braided hair. “Now you are a woman, eh? And what a woman! You will steal the light from your mother.”

“That Rigantona was magnificent in her youth,” one of the other miners remarked. “I’ve heard them tell tales of her …” He smacked his lips and his friends laughed. Epona laughed too, a little nervously but enjoying herself. Shyly at first but with growing confidence she responded to their teasing. How delightful this was! A swing entered her walk as if her slim hips had already spread for motherhood. She bounced on the balls of her feet and her laughter rippled across the commonground.

Soon the miners reluctantly turned aside to follow the steep trail to the Salt Mountain. Epona watched them go with regret. Then a vestige of childhood broke through and she burst out in giggles.

Grown men! Flattering me!

There was a bit of swagger in her own walk as she proceeded down to the lake.

To catch a glimpse of her reflection she had to wade into
the icy water far enough to clear the weeds at the shore. She took off her shoes and gathered her skirts in her hands before easing into the shallows, a favorite sport of all the children in warm weather. The weather was not yet that warm, but she did not have to be brave; no one was watching. She gasped and her face twisted as the bitter cold gripped her feet and ankles.

When the worst of it had passed, leaving her lower legs numb, she looked down into the water, waiting for the surface to calm. A blurred image of her own face looked back at her. To her disappointment, it was the same face she had always known: wideset blue eyes beneath level brows, straight nose heavily sprinkled with freckles, curving lips, and a willful little chin. Only her heavy braids looked unfamiliar.

She stooped to peer more closely, hoping to see what the miners admired.

“Epona! Epona, wait for me!”

Her best friend, Mahka, came running down the slope toward her. Mahka, daughter of Sirona, who was married to the chief’s brother Taranis, was a sturdy girl, taller and heavier than Epona, but she had not yet begun the moon-bleeding and her chest was as flat as a boy’s. The time had not come for Mahka’s woman-making.

Epona waded back to shore, feeling the wind chapping her legs. She welcomed the long skirt now. She sat down and began using it to rub her legs and feet.

Mahka flopped down beside her on the damp mud. “I’m waiting. Are you going to tell me about it?”

Epona bent over her reddened feet, massaging them. They felt as if they were being bitten by hundreds of ants. “Tell you about what?”

Mahka laughed. She did not have the deep voice of Taranis, but her voice was low for a woman’s, and always sounded a little hoarse. “You know what I mean—the woman-making. We promised each other long ago that the first one to be made a woman would come back and tell the other what it was like.”

“Oh.” Epona inspected her toes carefully before pulling
on her shoes. Mahka squirmed beside her, radiating impatience.

At last Epona said, “I would tell you if I could, but I don’t know how.” She felt deliciously superior.

“Just start at the beginning. Or at the end; beginnings and ends are all the same, they say.”

“I couldn’t explain it in a way you would understand. Woman-making isn’t like anything you know, Mahka. You’ll just have to wait until your own time comes.”

Mahka doubled her fist and pummeled Epona’s shoulder, hard enough to raise a bruise. Not many of the boys were still willing to fight with Mahka these days; she liked to do damage. “You said you’d tell me. You said! Now you talk just like an adult.”

“I am a woman.”

“You look the same to me,” Mahka told her scornfully. “Except for those braids. They make you look like Rigantona.”

“I will never be like Rigantona; I’m just myself,” Epona declared.

“You’re not my Epona anymore,” Mahka said. “I know how it will be. You won’t play with me anymore, you’ll be sitting at a loom, or talking all the time about lodgefires and linen. We’ll never race again, you and I.”

“I don’t have to do anything I don’t want to,” Epona responded hotly. “I can still race you if I want; I’m a free woman of the Kelti.”

“Then race with me now!” Mahka leaped to her feet. “We’ll get Alator and some of the others and race all the way around the village.”

How Epona longed to do just that! To run with thudding feet and laughing lips along the narrow pathway kept smooth for the footraces of the men.

But that would mean giving in; it would mean that Mahka had won and talked her out of her new glory.

She passed her knife hand over her eyes. “No, I will not,” she told the other girl. “I’m going to the bakehouse.”

“Is that what you want to do?”


Epona scrambled to her feet, trying to look eager. “Yes. Just think, Mahka—I’ll get the first bite of the new bread. And maybe I’ll race with you later. If I feel like it.” She squared her shoulders and started up the slope toward the bakehouse, trying to convince herself that this was, indeed, what she wanted.

She had not expected the transition from one life to another to be so difficult. So must the dead feel, gone to the next existence but still looking over their shoulders toward the world they had left.

She walked with firm tread through the village, reminding herself how eagerly she had anticipated thisday. Then the glow from Goibban’s forge caught her eye and she remembered the real reason she had longed to become a woman.

Goibban. The peerless smith of the Kelti.

She turned away from the direction of the bakehouse.

The smith’s forge, constructed to his own design, had a floor and workbenches of hardened clay and a timber framework to support thatched walls and roof. If a random spark ignited the thatch, it was more easily replaced than solid timbers.

A gifted craftsman with copper and bronze, Goibban, while still a very young man, had developed a technique for working star metal. The material had once been available only in small amounts, tiny pure chunks of iron said to have come from the stars themselves. Such precious metal was used for jewelry. Then miners discovered it could be found in many of the territories of the people, in ore like copper or tin. Smiths tried without success to extract the exceptionally strong metal in sufficient quantities and with a workable spirit so it might be used for tools and weapons.

Goibban was intrigued by the problem. The old copper smelters he knew could not attain sufficient heat to melt iron from its ore, so he devised a series of stone-lined pits in which he alternated layers of charcoal with layers of crushed ore, forcing air through the furnaces with a bellows until he had enough heat to melt the ore and squeeze out the spirit of the star metal in its truest form. The spongy mass must then be
kept hot and beaten repeatedly to drive out impurities, the lesser spirits that could cause the iron to lose its courage. The end product was a bar of malleable wrought iron, ready for the anvil.

Goibban had trained apprentices to do the actual smelting, handling the raw ore and working the goatskin bellows and blowpipe that controlled the heat of the fire. This freed Goibban to work with hammer and chisel, creating unbreakable tools and weapons to replace the old bronze ones, and inventing new uses for the iron.

Already his fame had spread beyond the Blue Mountains.

There was usually a cluster of admiring children gathered around the forge, crowding each other for a vantage point to watch the smith at his anvil. When the great hammer crashed down and the sparks flew they oohed and aahed in unison. There was no rival for the drama of watching Goibban turn a bar of iron, glowing at white heat, into an axe head or an axle. Only Kernunnos inspired greater awe. But Kernunnos was a frightening figure to children, while Goibban was patient with them, and kind, so long as they did not get in the way of his work. Goibban was immensely popular with everyone in the village—and as yet unmarried.

There were those who whispered he had given his spirit in marriage to the spirit of the star metal and would never take a wife to be its rival. Goibban himself had said—a saying repeated now around many fires—“Gold is precious, copper is flexible. But the star metal, iron! Hot, it is as soft and graceful as a woman; cold, it becomes as hard and strong as a warrior. Nothing is more worthy of a man’s devotion than iron.”

In spite of this, or perhaps because of it, many women attempted to compete with the iron for the smith’s attention. If a married woman showed interest in Goibban her husband usually encouraged her, for such a lifemaking could bring honor to the family and perhaps a child with the smith’s gift.

On this bright spring morning Goibban was shaping axles for the wagons of Kwelon the oxkeeper. The work was going slowly. Sweat beaded his broad forehead and ran down his
nose, dripping like a melting icicle. The new apprentice had not succeeded in clearing this batch of iron of impurities, and Goibban would have sent it back to the fire if Kwelon had not been so anxious to have the axles. Soon the passes would be cleared of snow; soon wagons must be on their way south, piled high with salt.

Goibban wore little more than a leather apron around his waist because of the heat of forge. His powerfully muscled torso and arms were bare, gleaming with perspiration, as the hammer rose and fell. His whole concentration was on the job at hand, so he was not aware of his customary audience. He did not notice when the cluster of children parted to make way for a new arrival.

He did not even hear Epona the first time she spoke his name. She called again, louder, and he glanced up to see one of his special favorites among the children, a girl who was content to sit quietly for hours, watching him work without interrupting. In return he had made toys and trinkets for her and given her more than one bright blob of metal to play with, metal that should have gone into something more valuable.

She kept his gifts at the bottom of her chest of belongings: special treasures, hidden away and shared with no one. For several seasons she had spun her dreams around them; they had come to represent more than Goibban suspected. When the other children teased her and called her Goibban’s pet she no longer fought them with her fists, but blushed and hid her face, secretly pleased.

Seeing her now, Goibban gave her the little wink that he reserved just for her, and asked quickly, so as not to lose time from work, “What is it, child?”

Epona smiled shyly at him, willing him to see her as the miners had seen her, not as a gawky youngster with freckles like butter forming in the milk.

His eyes took in Epona’s braided hair and long gown, but his mind did not register the fact because it was not pertinent to the forging of the iron. His arm rose and fell, rose and fell, and the sparks showered from the anvil like runaway stars.


Epona tried to think of something womanly and charming to say but the spirit within betrayed her; there was only silence in her head. “Epona, what do you want?” he asked again.

Defeated, she passed her knife hand in front of her eyes in negation. “Nothing. I only … I came to wish you sunshine on your head,” she offered lamely.

“And a day without shadows to you,” he responded kindly, the flicker of a smile crossing his mouth above his golden beard. These children! Then he caught sight of a heavy smear of carbon in the iron, indicative of an unevenness in strength, and he forgot all about Epona.

The girl shoved through the circle of spectators and walked slowly away from the forge, face turned downward, studying her feet.

Something alerted Goibban and he glanced up once more, watching her slender back as she walked away. A long gown? She had been to her woman-making, then? But only yestersun … Perhaps she had come for something important after all. But no, if she had anything to say she would have said it; women of the people always spoke their minds. He shrugged and attacked the iron.

As Epona slouched across the commonground the fragrance of baking bread floated to meet her. Her mouth filled with saliva and she was thankful to remember her day’s task. At least she had a woman’s job, now; not just the incessant woodgathering that any child could handle.

A woman’s job, but not the recognition she sought to go with it.

The radiant morning had lured another from the chief’s lodge. Rigantona had grown impatient with the walls crowding in on her, and as soon as the men and the children had gone their separate ways she was anxious to seek the sun. But first she must dress.

Rigantona never left the lodge without preparing herself to appear as the wife of a great chieftain. The village of the Kelti had become a major stopover on the trading routes since the discovery, many generations ago, of the Salt Mountain,
and important visitors could be expected at almost any time; sometimes even before the passes were clear enough to allow traders’ wagons. Representatives from other tribes of the people came in search of prosperous Kelti wives and joined with Illyrian and Hellene merchants and temperamental Etruscan businessmen in bartering for furs and craftwork and salt.

Always, the salt.

The sunseason was at hand; soon strangers would come and be impressed by the sight of the chief’s wife. But like all the Kelti, Rigantona also dressed to please herself, relishing fine fabrics and jewelry, adoring brilliant colors and soft furs. As every grown woman did, she wore a dagger, almost a shortsword, thrust through her belt, convenient to her knife hand, and she was skilled in its use. As Toutorix’s wife she was entitled to more jewelry than any other woman of the tribe and she liked to array herself in every piece of it: dangling gold earrings, bracelets of bronze and amber, a neckpiece inlaid with coral from Massalia, rings of ivory and copper and star metal, bronze anklets and massive brooches. She braided her hair into a coil atop her head and fastened it in place with a handful of little silver pins. The Kelti believed art central to life, rather than peripheral, and Rigantona took great pride in the fact that every article in her household, no matter how utilitarian, was meticulously crafted and beautifully ornamented, even the smallest hairpin.

She had just finished her toilet when she caught Brydda watching her with undisguised envy.

I earned it all, Brydda, she thought complacently. I earned it all.

“Mind the fire,” she instructed the other woman. “I leave its life in your hands. I am going out.” She slung a cloak of blue wool and fox fur across her shoulders and left the lodge.

The clear light dazzled her and she squinted a little. Even after all these seasons, the lambent quality of mountain light surprised her almost as much as it had when she first came to this place from the northern riverlands, to be wife to the chief of the Salt Mountain. Then she had thought she would have everything; a home amid soaring, easily defended peaks
in a village famed for its wealth, and a husband described as the Invincible Boar.

She had not realized then that Toutorix, already a grizzled warrior, had far too many responsibilities as lord of the tribe to pay much attention to a woman, aside from lifemaking, and that every aspect of his person must be shared with the rest of the tribe.

That was the sort of thing a woman discovered too late.

Rigantona noticed her oldest daughter headed for the bakehouse and set off in that direction herself, sniffing the air. At least the pleasures of food never failed one, and it had been a long time since her breakfast of cheese and salted venison with goats’ milk pudding.

She intercepted Epona at the doorway of the earthwalled bakehouse. “Get us a loaf of hot bread to share right now,” she ordered the girl, “and walk with me. My back aches and my eyes are burning.”

“I was just coming to begin our baking …” Epona started to explain, but Rigantona waved her hand. “Later. Yestersun was the last of your childhood, and now I suppose I must talk to you as my mother talked to me. After my own woman-making.” She did not sound enthusiastic about the prospect.

Epona entered the bakehouse and asked Sirona for one of her loaves of bread, fresh from the oven. “My mother requests it,” she explained when Sirona raised her eyebrows. No one refused a direct request from the chief’s wife, even Sirona, whose feud with Rigantona entertained the entire tribe.

When Epona brought the loaf she and her mother strolled through the village, dividing the bread between them, their teeth crunching the grains embedded in the chewy dough. At last they sat together on a boulder near the log palisade. Rigantona stared into space, licking her fingers, trying to recall the words her mother had used on a similar occasion. But that was many summers ago and the memory had turned to smoke and fog.

“About men,” she began, and stopped. Epona waited, digging with one forefinger at bits of grain caught in her teeth.


Rigantona tried again. “Do you know what men expect of women?”

“Certainly. To protect the lodgefire so it only needs to be rekindled at the start of each new year, to fight as warriors if needed, to cook and weave and sew and salt meat and dry herbs and …”

Rigantona cut off the flow of words. “What about bedsports? What do you know about that?”

The girl’s cheeks were bright pink. Like all the people, she caught fire easily. “I know everything about bedsports. Our family shares one lodge; I’ve seen men and women together all my life.”

“Seeing something done and experiencing it yourself are not the same thing, Epona. You can watch me eat the thigh of a pig and if you had never eaten meat you would not know what I was tasting. Until a man enters you the first time you know nothing about bedsports—or men, either.”

Epona resented her mother’s patronizing tone, but the topic was causing an inexplicable wave of shyness to wash over her, turning her skin hot from the inside. She asked in a voice barely above a whisper, “Then what is it like? Tell me.”

“That depends on the man. Some are like pigs, rutting; others have all the artistry of a bard playing the lyre. If you learn bedsports with a skillful husband you will come to enjoy his body and your own; if not, it is your right according to our custom to find someone who pleases you better, just as soon as you have given your husband one living son.”

Epona gazed at her mother earnestly, a frown creasing her sunny freckles. “How can I be certain of having a good husband?”

“Foolish girl! You are of the family of Toutorix; you will have your pick of the most outstanding men from every tribe of the people within thirty nights of the Blue Mountains.”

Epona looked away, across the commonground. “And suppose I don’t want a man from some other tribe? Suppose I choose to stay here, married to one of the Kelti?”

Rigantona’s jaw sagged with shock. “You can’t! Our men always bring their wives from beyond the mountains, and our
women always go to other tribes to form alliances for us. That is part of the pattern, Epona. About that, you have no choice.”

Yes, I have, Epona said within herself, setting her jaw. She watched with unseeing eyes as some women removed grain from a storage pit, while others stacked firewood on the north side of their lodges. A work crew moved around the outside of the baking house, patching holes in the earthen wall. Suleva was combing her goats in one of the livestock pens; Kwelon and two of the smith’s apprentices struggled to fit a red-hot iron tire to the rim of a cartwheel made of mountain ash. Above the bustle of everyday activity could be heard the voice of the drui bard, or history singer, Poel, accompanying himself on his lyre as he taught a collection of children the tales of their ancestors.

Epona’s eyes followed her people about their tasks but did not actually see them; her thoughts were only on herself.

“Why can’t I do things differently if I want to?” she wanted to know. “Women of the Kelti are free, are they not? As free as their men? How can we be free if we are enslaved by some pattern?”

Rigantona was accustomed to her daughter’s outbursts of rebellion, recognizing in them something of herself. But of course they were not to be tolerated. “The pattern protects, as you know, Epona,” she reminded the girl. “It does not enslave. The pattern governs all that we do, and the druii interpret it for us, since they are more sensitive to its limits than the rest of us. It can sometimes be tugged into a new shape, but that is strictly druii business and not for us to attempt. The important thing is to keep the pattern intact; it must never be broken. Never! The druii tell us that would make us vulnerable to forces beyond even their control.

“But what makes you even suggest such a thing, girl? Is there some Kelti man who has drawn your eye?”

“Goibban,” Epona whispered, keeping her eyes lowered.

“The smith, is it? Hai! Your choice does you credit. But of course it’s impossible, a childish notion. Just remember your high standards when the time comes to choose from
among those who offer us gifts for you. A woman of the people must never give herself to any man but the best.

“That’s another thing we must discuss. I almost forgot it, and it’s very important. By our custom, a girl must wait until her marriage bed before her first lifemaking, but later, if she does have reason to share bedsports with another man, she must be certain he is at least of her husband’s rank. Listen to me, Epona!

“Give yourself only to the bravest and most gifted. The children you bear must bring honor to your husband’s family. The history singer must never say of you that you engaged in bedsports with a man of lower status than your husband, for that would be an unforgivable insult to the man you have married.” Her mouth twisted. “Of course, that might limit you to your husband’s brothers, if they have no women of their own and ask for you. But perhaps you will be lucky.”

Epona heard herself asking the question that had haunted her since she was a small child. “Did you think it was lucky to go with Kernunnos?”

Rigantona drew back and stared at her. “How could you remember that? You were so little!” The woman was surprised to find the memory still caused a crawling in her vitals, even after so many seasons. He took me dry, she recalled, shuddering, and his hands were like talons, ripping my flesh. The things he did … he always enjoyed it most when I screamed.

Epona saw her mother’s face turn as white as the memory of snow, and the slippage of Rigantona’s controlled mask shocked her. “I followed you once,” she related, “when you went into the trees with him. I always thought he looked so … frightening … and I suppose I was worried about you, even if I was very little. Then I heard you scream and I ran away.”

Rigantona’s face seemed to have turned to stone. “I quit going with the priest long ago,” she said in a remote voice. “Once I thought it would be a great honor to share bedsports with him; I thought a shapechanger would do things that other men could not.” She curled her lip in disgust. “I was right
about that, I suppose, but now I wish it had never happened. It is not a memory I cherish, and I don’t want to talk about it with you.

“But I did learn a valuable lesson, and that I will pass on to you. Bedsports, though they may be pleasurable, can cause you great pain. There are more satisfactory pleasures than a man’s body, Epona.”

“What are they?”

“When you have borne as many children as I have, you learn to appreciate those things that are quiet and make no demands. Gold and amber and ivory, those are the real pleasures, believe me. I enjoy the way they look and feel and the way they make me feel. That delight never fades. They do not cause pain, nor do they turn away and leave a woman cold in her bed. They never stink of stale wine in the morning.

“Don’t expect too much of men, Epona, and do not waste time sighing for creatures you cannot have, like Goibban the smith. He is probably not as good as you might imagine anyway. Give your affection instead to things you can count and carry, Epona, for they will never disappoint you and they are all that lasts.”

She sighed, a long, drawn-out sigh. “Things you can count and carry.”

Rigantona was silent for a long time. Epona was reluctant to break into her thoughts; she spat on her finger tips and gathered the last breadcrumbs on her damp skin. When the silence had become intolerable, Rigantona summoned one last piece of advice.

“Have as many children as you can, to increase the strength of your husband’s tribe,” she told her daughter. “Whoever he is, he will reward you well for that. And keep your teeth in your head as long as you can. They start falling out when you start having babies. You will have to seek aid from the gutuiters of your new tribe if you want to keep them. When you accept a husband, be sure you look at his teeth first and don’t take a man with bad ones. His breath will stink in bed. Toutorix at least has strong teeth.”

She could think of nothing else to say. Life was to be
learned by living it, and each person had to make his own discoveries. She was not fearful for her daughter’s future; she was not even very interested in it. Not all trails through a forest reach the same destination.

Her duty discharged, Rigantona stood up. “You can go to the bakehouse now,” she said. “I just saw Sirona leave, so her oven will still be hot. Think about what I told you and do some more growing; there is not enough flesh on your bones yet to interest a man anyway.”

She strode away, back to her loom and her own life. Epona watched her go, trying to sort through tangled thoughts and feelings. Rigantona was right, she was bony still, like a yearling calf; another summer and winter might turn her into someone Goibban would really notice. Surely an exception to the pattern would be made for someone as important as the smith of the Kelti, if he wanted to marry a woman of his own tribe.

It had to be that way. Throughout the long, dark winter, had she not walked with Goibban in the dreamworld?

The bakehouse waited for her. The village rang with the voices of the women, the noises of the livestock, the clear hard striking of the anvil. Across the commonground, Mahka and Alator and some others were racing in a furious game of stick and ball, slamming into each other and shouting with laughter.

Epona cast one look at the bakehouse, then gathered her long skirts in her hands and ran to join them. “Hai!” she cried. “I challenge you all to a race! I can run faster than any of you!”




Chapter 3

With the advance of sunseason there was more light for longer days of work. Goibban the smith lay sleepless on his bedshelf at night, his mind whirling with ideas, his large hands unconsciously shaping designs atop his blanket. The iron was an endless source of inspiration. To work it was a sacred act of creation: bending, beating, capturing a thought and making it tangible with the melted essence of the ore.

As a child, Goibban had loitered around the copper smelters on the long blue evenings when the smoke rose high above the mountains. He loved watching as the miners raked out the smelting pits, banking fires at the lode faces of the mine galleries so their heat would split free the ore to be mined the following day. He dreamed of the time he would work with metal; he never wanted to do anything else.

But copper and bronze did not satisfy him, and gold was too easy. It did not offer any resistance to his great strength, but formed itself to his desire like an overwilling woman, without spirit. If he forgot himself and did not work with the
utmost delicacy he could destroy the shape he sought to create.

The old master smith died and Goibban, his chief apprentice, took over his lodge and forge in the days of Toutorix, the Invincible Boar. There was always plenty of work to be done but it did not exhaust his vast reservoirs of energy. He fell into the habit of making little toys in the evenings, models of weapons and household goods for the children to play with, and soon he had a crowd of youngsters around the forge whenever he worked. He would glance up occasionally and reward them with a fond, if distracted, smile.

Then Toutorix had taken a load of iron ore in return for a few casks of salt, and Goibban had found a challenge worthy of his ability. He lost interest in copper and bronze. He wanted only to pit himself against the most unyielding opponent he had ever found, the star metal. Something in the integrity of the material appealed to something deep inside himself. Properly handled and correctly judged as to its temperature and tensile strength, iron could be made obedient. But the slightest mistake could turn it brittle and useless. It became a competition between the man and the iron, and it was the competition Goibban loved. For years now, he had thought of little else.

When Toutorix called on him for an inventory of work in progress, Goibban announced with pride, “We have enough extra tools to offer some more in trade this season.”

“Beyond our own needs?”

“Yes, and we still have raw ore from that lot you got from Mobiorix last sunseason. Fine quality, that. I’m putting together a few items I think the Etruscans and Illyrians might find especially desirable: tweezers, shears, household knives, even a couple of iron plowshares I’ve made according to my own design.”

“Last season the Hellene traders asked if we had any iron weapons,” Toutorix remarked, avoiding an outright inquiry.

Goibban stroked his mustache. “We have scythes and chisels, and I’ve been experimenting with some files for sharpening and a kind of toothed knife for cutting wood.”


Toutorix gazed around the forge, considering. Once he had enjoyed the intricacies of arranging trade based on the bounty of the Salt Mountain, and his dealings with such distant tribes as the Boii, the Belgae, and the Treveri had earned him fame among all the people. This in turn had drawn new traders from the east and the south, the music-obsessed Thracians and the dainty Etruscans with their language like birds twittering. Wagonloads of luxury goods had given the Kelti a taste for gold ornaments and red wine, expensive merchandise they would soon be importing from as far away as the land of the Hellenes.

But that was long ago, when Toutorix was rightly called the Invincible Boar. His strength was fading now, though he admitted it to no one. There were times when his mind seemed to have lost its agility and he found himself fumbling through a negotiation, unable to get the best of an opponent. He now preferred to barter with old acquaintances still respectful of his reputation.

Like the Hellenes who wanted iron weapons.

“How is your supply of daggers?” he asked Goibban.

“Enough to last for a generation.”

“And swords like the one you made for me, with the metal folded back upon itself and layered in the blade? Thin as it is, it is the strongest I’ve ever used, and it keeps its edge. Have you made more of those?”

A light came into Goibban’s face as when a mother is asked about her favorite son. “There has never been anything to equal that one, except those I’ve made since. With one slash they can bite through a bronze shield.”

“The Hellenes would pay dearly for them, then,” Toutorix said. “The warriors of Sparta are reported to be invading Messenia; they will have use for good weapons.”

Goibban scowled. “Would you sell iron blades to those not of the people? I don’t think that’s so wise …”

Toutorix threw back his head and looked down his nose at the smith. “You have been overpraised, Goibban; it has given you the idea that you are a thinker. I am the thinker. I am the warrior, and I am the best judge of such matters, until the
tribe elects someone to replace me because I am no longer competent. When that day comes my replacement will be a warrior’s son, not a craftsman. Remember that.”

The two men eyed each other. The lord of the tribe was old, and felt every night of his life in his bones. Goibban was bigger, and younger, with no sag to his skin. His eyes were a hot blue, like the flame of his forge.

Discretion had begun to replace reckless courage on Toutorix’s list of survival skills; he throttled his temper and added, in a more placating voice, “Just prepare some weapons for me to show, in case there is a market for them. You will be amply rewarded, and you can trust me to see they are not put into the hands of potential enemies.

“Besides, the Hellenes already have some iron weapons, you know; the material is not unheard of among them.”

Goibban snorted. “They have brittle metal, an inferior product they get from the Assyrians or some such people. It is nothing compared to ours; they do not have the secret.”

“We will keep the secret and the best weapons for ourselves, always,” Toutorix assured him. “Am I not the lord of the tribe?”

Meanwhile, Epona was practicing the new arts of womanhood, finding her place in the interlocked pattern of life. There were moments when she felt the pride of her sex and race flooding through her and she walked with new dignity, but then a change of mood would overtake her as patches of brilliant sunlight and purple shadow followed each other across the face of the mountains, and she thought herself nothing more than a child, pretending.

She listened hungrily for the voice of the spirit within, and was relieved each time it spoke to her, not with words but with an intuition in the blood, commands direct to the muscle and bone. She heard without ears the voice older than time.

Go this way, not that way. Bow down before this stone. Do not eat that. Turn your bowl over and smooth its base with your hand to honor the craftsman who made it; his spirit watches and will be pleased.


I guide, the spirit within told her. You listen and follow. I tell you how to live thislife.

It was well past midday, and her share of the work was done. She spent the morning helping Brydda wash wool for dyeing, feeling the strain in her back and shoulders, though she did not complain. A woman of the people should not complain of physical discomfort; it was a point of honor. Men might make a big show of small injuries on the sports field or in the mines, but women bore pain in silence. That was their strength.

Now, with the afternoon before her to spend as she chose, she decided to go to the livestock pens. She never tired of being with the animals; she always felt most comfortable when in their company. Their natures, unlike those of humankind, were constant and comprehensible. She even enjoyed the smell of the pens, the combined odor of fodder and churned earth mixed with dung.

Grazing animals were herded long distances to steep upland meadows, but some animals were always in the pens, for convenience or special care. There were usually working oxen and the stocky draft ponies purchased from the Cimmerians to pull carts, which were also modeled on the Cimmerian design. Light passenger carts, elaborately carved, more suitable for display than for hard usage. The oxen pulled the big wagons filled with salt.

In one corner was the pair of little horses that had grown old pulling the chief’s cart on ceremonial occasions. They stood together companionably, head to tail, dozing as the sun crept westward to warm their aging bones. They were good friends of Epona’s. The young woman climbed up on the fence and hooked her elbows across the top so she could enjoy a leisurely chat with them. At her call, her favorite, the bay with the crooked blaze across its face, lifted its head and came toward her. It was a shaggy, broad-shouldered animal, with big-boned legs but a meager rump. What beauty it possessed glowed in its brown eyes.

“Sunshine on your head,” Epona offered fondly. The bay met her eyes and their two spirits greeted one another. The
pony lifted its face to hers and exhaled a warm, grassy breath. She blew her own gently back into its nostrils. Understanding flowed between herself and the animal. They were intensely aware of each other, their communication unhampered by the awkward construction of human words. They belonged to dissimilar races but shared the common experiences of life and death, and each enriched the other by existing.

The bay pony stood quietly, absorbing the tension from the girl and giving back a sense of tranquillity. Smell the air. Feel the sun. Be, just be, it seemed to tell her.

She let her eyes smile at the little horse, for it would not perceive bared teeth as a friendly gesture. “Yes,” she agreed, acknowledging its wisdom. “You are right. I have nothing to worry about. Goibban will …” her voice trailed away, not finishing the thought, but there was no need to finish it. Not with the horse; the horse understood.

Epona dangled one hand over the fence and twisted her fingers in the pony’s shaggy mane. The two stood for a time in peace and understanding, sharing existence.

Gradually Epona became aware of something through her sense of touch; an awareness as strong as the voice of the spirit within. She closed her eyes, concentrating. Her inner self merged with that of the horse and she realized that the bay was old, and tired. Flies were annoying his soft underbelly and he lacked the energy to dislodge them. Dry skin itched around his withers and along his level spine, and the flesh sagged from the bone, seeking reunion with the earth mother. The cartpony was a weary creature who had endured too many harsh winters and would not last through another. He and his companion had finished their lives.

“I’ll speak to the druii about releasing your spirits soon,” she promised them. “You won’t have to be old much longer. At Samhain, the start of the new year, when the great bonfire is built, we will let you go. Before the worst of the winter. Just enjoy this one more sunseason first.”

“You can talk with the animals, Epona?” said a voice just behind her, startling her. She slid down from the fence and turned to face Kernunnos. The priest was standing very close,
his pointed canine teeth showing through his thin lips. His voice was sibilant, the whisper of snakes’ bellies over stone.

She tried to edge away without being rude, but her back was against the fence and he moved with her, like a shadow.

“I like animals,” she said as politely as possible, giving him nothing. His proximity repelled her.

“Do you like men, too?” Kernunnos asked. His voice contained the insinuation that something so natural was somehow twisted and ugly, with hidden meanings. She had the distinct impression that to answer him truthfully would give him a sort of power over her.

“I like animals,” she said firmly, tossing her head to show him her spirit was hers alone.

The priest’s mouth gaped open, showing a red and pointed tongue. “Hai! Have you ever seen … through the eyes of an animal? Can you do that?” He grabbed her wrist, clutching it tightly, his hot eyes attempting to bore into her secret self. “Tell me, girl: Have you ever had dreams in which spirits came to you and offered you gifts? Do you see things others cannot?”

She tugged but he would not let go. He rocked back and forth on his heels without loosening his grip, humming to himself. His slitted eyes closed, then flared open. “I feel it in you!” he cried. “There is a strength … you are the first woman of the Kelti in my lifetime to have such a gift …” His face closed and became cunning, greedy. “I could speak to Toutorix and offer to instruct you myself; it would be an honor. There are things I could teach you that you cannot imagine, Epona. You are sensitive to the world beyond the eyes and ears; I could show you so much, girl. So much.” His voice was not overtly threatening, it had become more dangerous than that. It was seductive, soft as smoke, filled with promises of things unseen. Things she did not want to see.

She raised her wrist with an abrupt gesture and twisted it out of his grasp. “I don’t want you to teach me anything,” she told him, rubbing her arm where his nails had bitten into the soft flesh.


“I could make something very special of you,” he insisted, moving toward her again. “I have always suspected it …”

“My life is my own, no part of it is yours, shapechanger,” she told him emphatically, fighting back an emotion very like fear.

Kernunnos smiled with his mouth but his eyes were flat and cold. “You are mistaken. Whatever gifts you have been given belong to the tribe. If you refuse to share them you will suffer. Look!” He stretched one long arm in the direction of the trading road. “Men are coming even now, but not merchants. These are men of the people from a tribe on a muddy river, and they are bringing gifts for the parents of marriageable girls. You will find one of these men very desirable, Epona. But if you go with him you will live a hard life and have a painful transition, dying with blood in your mouth beside a muddy river. Yet you will not be able to resist going. It is your punishment for refusing me, and you will suffer. You will suffer!”

His voice was the singsong of druii prophecy. It turned Epona’s bones cold. Spinning away from the priest, she hurried toward the chief’s lodge and the protection of four strong walls. Kernunnos’ voice followed her. “One or the other, Epona! He who comes will take you, or I will! You cannot escape.”

“I can,” she whispered under her breath, running.

She had no doubt that the men he had foreseen were coming, but she did not intend to be available when they arrived. As the oldest daughter in the chief’s lodge she should be on hand to offer food and wine to travelers, but if she left the village before they arrived there was a chance she could change the pattern; it need not happen as Kernunnos had prophesied.

The lodge was temporarily empty except for Brydda’s baby slumbering in its fur-lined bedbox. Okelos had returned early from the Salt Mountain, as he so often did, and he and Brydda had gone someplace together. Rigantona, angered at being left alone to mind the baby, had gone after them, but she would not leave the hearth untended for long.


The warm clothes Okelos wore in the mine lay carelessly tossed on his bedshelf, his leather knapsack of pine twigs beside them. Without stopping to think, Epona pulled her brother’s tunic over her head, though it was much too large for her, and belted it as tightly as she could. She snatched up the mittens and knapsack and eased out the door. The rest of the miners were just reaching the village, and there were shouts of welcome, suddenly interrupted by the strong clear voice of Vallanos the sentry, announcing that someone was coming along the trade road. At such a time, no one noticed Epona as she slipped from her family’s lodge.

The trail to the Salt Mountain was steep and unfamiliar, for children were forbidden to use it. Epona felt certain no one would seek her there. She could take care of herself easily, she thought, sheltering in the mine and feeding herself from berries and the small animals she knew how to snare, until the visitors had arranged marriages with other women and gone on their way.

She would have an adventure, such as boys had on the first hunt of their manhood.

Above the village stretched the narrow valley for which the tribe was named, the valley of the Kelti, sloping steeply upward toward the high peaks. Here Poel came at each change of the moon to recite the occurrences of the community to the spirits of the ancestors, and to take back any messages they might send to that part of the tribe currently in the world of the living.

Beyond lay the entrance to the Salt Mountain. It appeared innocuous enough for a gateway to unlimited wealth, just a gaping hole braced with timbers and leading down into darkness. The core of rock salt stretched for an unknown distance beneath the valley; no man had explored its farthest reaches.

Epona hesitated. The blue of the sky had melted into the lake, and a bank of soft clouds, indistinguishable from mist, was moving up the valley toward her, swallowing the light. Mountain rain could be sudden and hard.

Better get inside; the clouds were sweeping closer and Epona could smell the rain now. From the leather knapsack
she took pine twigs to make a torch and a pair of firestones given to Okelos by Tena. She struck the stones together, calling on the fire spirit but nothing happened.

A gust of cold wind hit her. It would be much more comfortable inside the mountain, in the tunnel that now seemed inviting compared to the approaching storm. She struggled with the firestones and at last ignited a spark and lit her torch. Holding it aloft, feeling confident once more, she went down into the Salt Mountain.

No, it is not safe, the spirit within warned, but she chose not to listen.

At first there was nothing but a dark tunnel burrowing into the earth, its walls hacked out with bronze axes and shored up with timbers. There was no sign of the salt, though the air had a salty tang, a dry, nose-tickling feel to it. The tunnel narrowed as it dropped, and where the slant became steeper sections of tree trunks had been jammed horizontally into the earth to provide crude steps. Soon it was impossible to see back to the tunnel mouth. The darkness closed around Epona, and her torchlight seemed feeble by contrast.

Go back, urged the spirit within.

No! she told it. I am not afraid. I am safe here, my lord Toutorix is chief of the Salt Mountain, and I can go where I please.

Besides, I’m here now. I want to see the salt.

A blast of cold air whistled down the tunnel, making her shiver.

After an interminable time, her torchlight caused something to sparkle ahead of her and her heartbeat quickened. The tunnel branched into galleries and there was the salt. All-around her, above, beside, beneath, was a world of crystalline beauty. It crunched under her feet. The torchlight reflected as from walls of ice, but when she pulled off her mitten and ran her hand over the surface it was not cold, just rough and grainy. She licked her fingers, tasting the salt.

She had entered a magic world, and she wandered through it with delight, her worries temporarily forgotten as she went down one tunnel after another, lured on by new beauties of
light and color as the torch illumined the changing surfaces of the rock salt.

She did not know how deep she was, but all at once she became aware of the mass of the mountain above her, and herself beneath it, so small. So fragile by comparison.

Now she could hear the spirit within with dreadful clarity, telling her she had done a stupid thing, urging her feet to leave the Salt Mountain. She looked around uncertainly. Which way had she come? All the tunnels were so similar. She had not noticed the identifying marks notched in the salt, nor would she have known how to use them to find her way.

She was very far underground and she was lost.

She started to run. The salt crunched and slid beneath her and she heard an ominous rumble behind her. Looking back, she saw that her movements had dislodged a small slide, like a rockslide, and a heap of salt had fallen into the tunnel, partially blocking it. She ran back, fearful the tunnel would be blocked altogether, trapping her. She scrambled over the slide and went on more slowly, her breath rasping in her throat.

A turn and then a turn again … surely she had come this way. Was it familiar? Did it look like this? No, all the tunnels seemed the same, nothing but gleaming rock salt. All alike, all alike … she was too panicked now to listen for the spirit within, to trust it to guide her feet. She came to another salt slide, much larger than the first, big enough to trap a man beneath and kill him. She knew then that she had not come this way before. She retraced her steps, watching for any slight rise in the footing that might indicate she was going toward the surface. The air was thick and hard to breathe; her heart hammered in her chest. She was so intent on the lift of the salt underfoot she did not notice the largest slide of all until it came rumbling down on her.
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