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LIST OF CHARACTERS

Only characters who appear at more than one point in the book are given. Historical characters’ names are in upper case.

ROMANS

AGRICOLA, Gnaeus Julius: born at Forum Iulii (Fréjus) in AD40. Senatorial tribune, currently on Paullinus’s staff. He later (AD77) returned to Britain as governor and mounted a major campaign in what is now Scotland. He was the historian Tacitus’s father-in-law (see Author’s Note)

Albilla, Arrenia: Severinus’s fiancée

Aper, Titus Julius: Severinus’s father

Bellicia, Sulia: Albilla’s mother

CATUS, Decianus: the provincial procurator. Following the revolt he fled to Gaul, and his later fate is unknown

CLASSICIANUS, Julius Alpinus: Catus’s successor (see Author’s Note)

Clemens, Publius: Severinus’s predecessor as commander of the Foxes

Homullus, Pompeius: Catus’s deputy in Icenia

Modianus, Juventius: the Foxes’ senior centurion

Montanus, Quintus Adaucius: the procurator’s agent at the Colony

PAULLINUS, Gaius Suetonius: governor of Britain (see Author’s Note)

Severinus, Marcus Julius: Only son of Aper and Ursina. Born AD38 at Augusta Treverorum (Trèves) in Belgian Gaul

Sulicena: Aper’s cook

Tirintius: a cavalry veteran

Trinnus: Aper’s house-slave

Uricalus, Publius Arrenius: a merchant, head of the Colony’s council and Albilla’s father

Ursina: Severinus’s mother

Vegisonius, Quintus: a merchant

BRITISH

Ahteha: Brocomaglos’s younger daughter

BOUDICA: widow of Prasutagos and queen of the Iceni. After the final battle, she committed suicide. Her daughters’ names, Segoriga and Belisamovala, are inventions

Brocomaglos: chief of the Trinovantes; Senovara’s father

CARATACOS: one of Cunobelinos’s sons. He successfully resisted the Romans for several years in what is now Wales but was eventually defeated and captured

CARTIMANDUA: over-queen of the Brigantes and a longstanding supporter of Rome

COGIDUBNUS, Tiberius Claudius: Romanophile king of the tribes south of the Thames, based at Calleva (Silchester). He probably owed his kingship (and certainly the large extent of his kingdom, which extended from Kent to the Severn) to his unswerving loyalty to Rome

CUNOBELINOS: king of the Catuvellauni who, in the period before the Roman invasion, conquered the Trinovantes and established a small empire in what is now southern England. His death and the subsequent struggle for power precipitated the invasion. He is the original of Shakespeare’s Cymbeline

Dumnocoveros: a Druid

Ecenomolios: Boudica’s war leader and adviser

Eisu: tenant of a jewellery shop outside the south gate

Inam: a Trinovantian; one of the rebels

Matugena: Brocomaglos’s wife

PRASUTAGOS: king of the Iceni, Boudica’s husband, now dead

Senovara: Brocomaglos’s elder daughter

Tigirseno: Brocomaglos’s son
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Marcus Severinus crouched low against Tanet’s mane, hugging his shield close against the wind. It was cold waiting for the signal; dankly cold, as mid-December afternoons in the Colony most often were. The mist blowing up from the estuary drifted across the parade ground, turning the riders of the second team a hundred yards to his left to ghosts, bringing with it the eerie piping of the marsh birds. Annwn voices, the British called them: the voices of the dead beyond the firelight.

Tanet shifted beneath him and he reached down to fondle her ears, quieting her. He glanced towards the distant platform where his father stood with the new governor.

Mothers, he prayed, don’t let me fumble! Grant me a good Knot!

‘Happy birthday, Nero bloody Caesar!’ Behind his shoulder the veteran Tirintius leaned over and spat into the half-frozen mud. ‘Sweet Mothers alive! For a horse lover the overbred bastard chose a damn silly month to be born in!’

Severinus’s lips twisted in a grin. ‘It’s too cold for treason,’ he said.

‘Treason be damned.’ Tirintius edged his horse forward until its muzzle rested against Tanet’s flank. ‘Riding the Knot’s hard enough at the best of times, and with this mist it’s murder.’

‘We’ll manage.’ Severinus’s grin widened and the strap of his cavalry helmet rubbed against the underside of his jaw.

‘Will we so, boy?’ Tirintius’s teeth flashed behind his own helmet. ‘There’ll be spears adrift today, you mark me, and with a governor watching that’s not good.’ He spat again. ‘Mind you, give it ten more minutes and the bugger won’t see a thing.’

Beside the platform the low sun had caught on bronze as the signaller raised his trumpet.

‘Here we go,’ Severinus said.

Tirintius grunted and pulled his horse back. ‘Thank bloody Jupiter! Hey! Try not to fall off, all right?’

The trumpet sounded. Severinus steadied himself as the line of horsemen behind him shifted with a rattle of shield on shield as their ranks closed. His left hand dropped to the holster that lay against Tanet’s flank, pulling out one of the javelins, transferring it to his right and checking that the others would not snag. The mare began to fidget, and he pulled her in sharply.

Two heartbeats to go; one . . .

The trumpet blared again. Heart pounding, he crouched low in the saddle and dug in his heels. Tanet sprang away from the line, reaching for the gallop. Gripping her sides with his knees, he glanced over his left shoulder. The chaser from the other team was fifty strides behind and closing, his javelin raised; too far yet for a cast, but like Tirintius Pontius had been one of his father’s best, and when he did throw he wouldn’t miss. Severinus slackened his left rein, freeing his shield-arm.

Pontius rose, his body moving back then forward. The javelin came straight and hard. Severinus twisted round to meet it, raising his shield, and the blunted point thudded against the boss, jarring every bone in his arm from wrist to shoulder.

One down. The next would be more difficult.

The turn was only a few strides ahead. He crouched even lower, his chest hard against the horns of the saddle, right knee poised to drive into Tanet’s ribs, both eyes on the chaser. Two strides from the mark he saw Pontius lift. The javelin struck as he hit the turn, his knee jammed against the mare’s flank, bringing her round. Its six-foot shaft caught the shield-rim’s leading edge with a screaming slither of wood on metal as it shot past his exposed neck . . .

Close! Far too close! Severinus was sweating as he pulled hard on Tanet’s left rein, his knee still pressed against her side. He threw himself backwards and the mare’s hindquarters dropped. She twisted round, her hooves scattering clods of earth. Digging both heels in, he gave her her head and sent her flying towards where the first of the targets sat his horse, waiting.

Two strides to wipe the sweat from his eyes; another three, to bring him into range . . .

Matching his movements with Tanet’s and bracing his thighs  against the saddle-horns, he rose and threw. The first javelin struck the target’s shield-boss square, the second, two breaths behind it, a hand-span within the rim. Then he was past. Two hits, both clean: not bad, not good. Tirintius would score three at least. He might even . . .

Something flickered at the edge of his vision.

Mothers! Fool!

He whipped round and raised his shield a heartbeat before the second chaser’s javelin slammed into it. The force of the blow knocked him sideways and he caught at the saddle-horn to steady himself, his knees locking against the mare’s ribs.

Careless! Careless and stupid!

At least Tanet had not broken stride. Raising his hand, he wiped the sweat away and glanced ahead. The second target was almost in range: old Verus, his shield already raised. Severinus shook his head to clear it and reached into the holster, touching the shafts in their dividing pockets. Four more, but there would only be time for two; three if the Mothers were kind . . .

He pulled the first clear, rose and threw, already reaching for the second, then a third. One and two hit clean a hand-span from the boss, three was snatched, but Verus shifted into its path and it clipped the edge of the shield-rim to count for a third. Then he was past, breathing hard, tugging on the right rein. His knees and his heels slackened their grip, allowing Tanet to slow, and he brought her in a long arc round the platform to the right to take up his final position at the Knot’s end.

He was shaking. Well, he hadn’t disgraced himself at least: five hits. Five!

While his breathing slowed, Severinus watched the others of the troop, strung out behind him, complete their own runs. Some managed six hits, but the mist was closing in. Most of the tail-enders – and there were good riders among them – managed only four. Five javelins on the mark was the best run he’d ever made. His father would be impressed.

More important, so might Paullinus.
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The mist had changed to hail, sweeping in from the north beyond the river in rattling gusts that numbed Severinus’s face and hands as he guided Tanet through the Colony’s south gate towards the newly built provincial offices. It was a pig of a night, and getting worse by the hour. Ditch Street was deserted, its shops closed and shuttered, the Annexe – the huge building site dominated by the scaffolded Temple of Claudius which would be the new city centre – a sea of blackness with not a single light showing from the caretakers’ huts. Severinus turned along its edge into Residence Road and the residence itself. That, at least, was lit. Pitch-pine torches, shielded from the wet, burned in the cressets set along its front, and despite the cold the door was open, spilling lamplight across the courtyard. He dismounted and handed Tanet’s rein to the waiting slave. Tirintius and the others would be settled in a wineshop and halfway down the first jug by now. It wouldn’t be too late. He could simply . . .

‘Is there something wrong, sir?’ The slave was looking at him.

Swallowing his nervousness, Severinus shook his head and went up the steps.

He had never been inside the residence, not even the cramped old building near the market square that had been the Twentieth’s headquarters before the original fortress was decommissioned. This newer version was purpose-built, a showpiece like Claudius’s temple. The lobby was floored in coloured marble, and in the embrasure to his right was a fresco of grapes and Damascus plums, so real he could almost taste them. Framing it, two massive candelabra held lamps burning scented oil. The lobby smelled of Rome. Only the cold and damp that blew in through the open doorway were British.

‘Your cloak, sir?’ The door-slave held out a hand. Severinus  undid the fastening and passed it over. ‘The party’s in the main reception-room. If you’ll follow me, please.’

The room was full: a men-only gathering of the Colony’s brightest and best. As he crossed the threshold another slave came forward with a tray of steaming cups. He took one gratefully, wrapping his hands round the metal to thaw them.

Someone tugged at his sleeve and he turned, almost spilling the wine. Arrenius Uricalus was beaming up at him.

‘A splendid show, Marcus. My heartiest congratulations.’

‘I’m glad you enjoyed it, sir.’ Severinus kept his voice neutral.

‘It was first rate.’ Uricalus’s wired gold tooth gleamed in the lamplight. ‘Simply first rate. Bellicia was most impressed. And Albilla, of course. She told me to pass on her congratulations especially.’

‘That’s kind of her.’ Severinus sipped his mulled wine. It was Burdigalan, and heavily spiced: the governor was obviously not a man to do things by halves. ‘Give her my regards, and my best wishes for the Festival.’

‘I’ll do that. She’ll be pleased.’ Uricalus hesitated. ‘Apropos of which, Bellicia and I were wondering if you and your parents might care to . . .’

‘Marcus! Over here!’

Severinus looked up in relief. His father was halfway down the room by one of the braziers, close enough to touch the flames, talking to a man in a broad-striped mantle.

‘Marcus!’ Aper was beckoning. ‘Come and be introduced!’

‘Excuse me, Uricalus.’ Severinus’s throat was suddenly tight. ‘I have to go. We’ll talk later, if we may.’

‘Most certainly.’ The little Gaul’s smile broadened, and he moved aside. ‘Doesn’t do to keep a governor waiting, my boy.’

Severinus pushed his way through the crowd. His father’s single eye closed in a wink before he turned back to Paullinus.

‘My son Marcus,’ he said.

It was the first time Severinus had seen Paullinus close to. The governor’s face had a fixity of expression more suited to a bronze or marble statue than to flesh, but his scent was pure aristocratic Rome: a mixture of leather and expensive talc.

‘You did well this afternoon, young man,’ he said. ‘Very well indeed. An excellent bit of riding.’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Oh, Marcus cut his first tooth in the saddle.’ Aper was flushed with pride and spiced wine. ‘A family tradition. And he’s been riding the Knot since he was twelve.’

‘Indeed?’ Paullinus’s thin lips, incongruous in that broad face, twisted briefly. ‘What’s your mount, Severinus? Libyan, wasn’t she?’

‘Almost, sir.’ Severinus cleared his throat. ‘Tanet’s Spanish-bred. Numidian, from a Libyan sire.’

‘They’re the best horses in the world, the Spanish. You can keep your Parthians.’ Paullinus had been holding an empty wine cup. Now he signalled to a slave and, without looking at the man, set it on the tray and took a full one. ‘Quite handy with the shield and javelin too, aren’t you?’

‘Not half handy enough.’ Aper growled. ‘The lad should be ashamed of himself. That second shot of Pontius’s had him cold.’

Severinus felt his nervousness evaporate. It wasn’t a serious criticism, he knew: his father would’ve cut his own tongue out before he criticised his son to the governor. He grinned.

‘You noticed?’

‘Jupiter! I couldn’t help but notice!’ Aper was still scowling. ‘A hand-span to the right or a moment sooner and he’d’ve nailed you. Watch your back, boy. If I’ve told you once I’ve told you a hundred times.’

Paullinus smiled: a cold smile, ice-brittle. ‘Come, now, Commander,’ he said. ‘You’re being a little hard, surely. The other man chose his moment well.’

‘That’s no excuse, Governor. Next time the javelin may have a proper head to it. A British head.’

‘The chaser was one of our own veterans. A professional.’ The smile had disappeared. ‘Fortunately for us, the British haven’t the advantage of Roman training, or indeed the mental capacity to appreciate its value.’

Severinus glanced at his father. This time Aper’s frown was genuine.

‘I wouldn’t go quite as far as that, sir,’ he said. ‘They may not  be quite in our league but they’re dangerous all the same. And they’re superb horsemen.’

‘Discipline comes with civilisation, Commander. And as far as civilisation is concerned the British have a long way to go. That’s why we beat them. Why we’ll always beat them.’

‘Aye, perhaps so, but–’

Someone coughed. Paullinus turned, his face bland.

‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Uricalus, isn’t it? Join us, please.’

‘Thank you, Governor.’ The little merchant’s lips spread themselves. ‘Good evening, Aper. A fine ride, as I was just telling young Marcus here.’

‘And my congratulations to you, Senator,’ Paullinus said. ‘The emperor will be delighted to know his birthday was celebrated in such admirable style.’

Severinus winced at the tone, but Uricalus did not seem to notice the sarcasm in the governor’s voice. His smile broadened and he smoothed the fold of his lambswool mantle.

‘It’s good of you to say so, sir,’ he said. ‘Very good indeed. But as I told my colleagues, celebrating the emperor’s birthday’s a privilege, not a duty.’

‘Quite. Indeed. Absolutely.’ Paullinus’s eyes had fixed on a point beyond Uricalus’s shoulder. ‘Forgive me.’ He raised his voice. ‘Gnaeus! A moment, please.’

A young man came forward, dressed in the uniform of a senior tribune. Paullinus laid a hand on his shoulder.

‘Gnaeus Julius Agricola. Of the Second Augustans, and currently on my staff. Gnaeus, this is Titus Julius Aper, former commander of the First Thracian Wing and his son Marcus Severinus. Severinus led the Knot this afternoon.’

‘We share a name, Tribune.’ Aper was smiling. ‘Are you a Spaniard, by any chance?’

‘No.’ There was no answering smile. ‘My father’s a senator.’ He glanced at Uricalus. ‘A real senator. I was brought up in Forum Iulii.’

‘Then it’s a pleasure to meet a fellow countryman.’ Uricalus beamed. ‘I’m Burdigalan myself.’

‘You’ll forgive me, sir, but that’s hardly the same thing, is it?’

Severinus looked at Paullinus. The governor was nodding. He and Agricola, it seemed, were well matched.

‘True, true.’ Uricalus’s smile had set; pompous or not, the man was no fool. ‘You’ve been in the province long?’

‘Two years. I came with Veranius.’

‘Ah.’ Uricalus turned to Paullinus. ‘A fine man, your predecessor, Governor. A fine soldier, and a credit to Rome. It was a shame he died. Although of course had he not it would have deprived us of your own presence.’

‘Indeed.’ Paullinus’s voice was dry. ‘Let’s hope that his work won’t go to waste.’

‘Oh, I’m certain it won’t.’ Uricalus chuckled. For a horrified moment Severinus thought he meant to dig his elbow into the governor’s ribs. ‘You’ve had experience of dealing with mountain tribes yourself, sir, I understand? Mauretania, was it not?’ Paullinus nodded stiffly. ‘Then I’ve no doubt our home-grown variety will give you less trouble than spitting. If you’ll forgive the expression.’

‘I’m flattered by your confidence. I’d be grateful if between now and the spring you could persuade the Deceangli to share it.’

Uricalus leaned back on the built-up heels of his sandals.

‘Hit them hard, sir,’ he said. ‘Hit them very hard. It’s all these fellows understand.’

‘Thank you. I’ll bear your advice in mind.’ Paullinus turned away. ‘And now if you’ll excuse us I have things to discuss with the commander here.’

Uricalus blinked. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘Certainly.’

He bowed and moved across the room to join Paternius and Vegisonius, two of the Colony’s principal shopkeepers. Before he was properly out of earshot, Paullinus had turned back to Aper.

‘Bloody merchants,’ he grunted. ‘Give them half a chance and they’d run the world for you.’

‘Governor, forgive me, but now it’s you who’re being hard.’ Aper was looking over towards Uricalus, who was carefully ignoring them. ‘If we’re to build a province then we need merchants as well as soldiers.’

‘So Procurator Catus keeps telling me.’ Paullinus smiled. ‘I tell him that the fellows are his concern, not mine. That’s why the good gods created procurators and cursed us with London.’

‘But surely you must assume some responsibility for them?’

‘Ultimate responsibility, of course, but in practical terms my sphere and the imperial procurator’s are quite separate. Which suits me perfectly. As the senator has so kindly just pointed out, my prime duty is to finish what my predecessor started and settle the hash of these hooligans on my western borders.’ He turned to Agricola. ‘Am I right, Gnaeus?’

‘Yes, sir. Totally.’

Aper pulled at his ear. ‘I’m sorry, Governor,’ he said, ‘but I don’t agree. You’re right as far as the mountain tribes are concerned, of course. But what about the tribes who’re already beaten? Our own Trinovantes, for example, or Prasutagos’s Iceni?’

‘Commander Aper, please!’ Paullinus was not smiling now. ‘I know the theory as well as you do. Shave their moustaches, put them in mantles, give them a bath and the result’s civilisation. Do you genuinely believe that?’

‘It worked in Gaul.’

‘True. And given time it’ll work here, I’m sure. But you’ve answered your own question. When they’re beaten, you said. The British will never be properly beaten until we control the whole island. That’ll be a long, hard struggle. Perhaps Gnaeus and your son here will complete it, but I certainly won’t, although I intend to do what I can. Which reminds me.’ He turned to Severinus. ‘I understand that the present commander of the First Aquitanians is overdue for promotion. I make no promises, but it seems that there’s already a family connection.’

Severinus’s brain went numb. He opened his mouth, but no sound came.

Paullinus was looking at Aper. ‘I’m right, am I not?’

Aper smiled. ‘Aye. I had them myself as a first command twenty years ago. Marcus’ll look after them, won’t you, lad?’

Holy Mothers! The Foxes!

‘Marcus?’ His father elbowed him in the ribs. ‘Marcus!’

‘I’m sorry. Thank you, sir.’

‘No need for that.’ Paullinus caught the eye of a passing slave and put his half-empty cup down on the man’s tray. ‘Good officers are rare, and from what your father tells me I think you’ll make an excellent one. Leave it with me for the  present. And now I’m afraid I really must go and write up some reports. For the moment, then.’ He turned to Agricola. ‘Gnaeus, you’re in charge down here. Circulate. See that your long-haired compatriots don’t auction off the spoons.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Agricola gave a smile that was younger brother to Paullinus’s. ‘Commander, we’ll meet again soon, I’m sure. Severinus, a pleasure. And my sincere congratulations.’

He moved off to join a group that included the port commander Licinius Castor. Aper watched him go, frowning.

‘A good man, that,’ he said, ‘although a little close between the eyes.’

‘You knew, didn’t you, Dad?’ Severinus said. ‘About the Foxes?’

Aper chuckled and patted his son’s arm. ‘Aye, of course I did. Before Paullinus himself, in fact. Now, have you had enough? Or should we go and unruffle Uricalus’s feathers?’

Severinus grinned. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Let’s go home.’
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The hail had turned to sleet when they left the residence, and their cloaks were heavy with freezing water long before they had ridden the four miles to the villa and made out the glow of the torch that Trinnus the house-slave had set beside the door. The wind died as they walked the horses through the outlying garden into the shelter of the yard.

Severinus slid from Tanet’s back. The villa door was already open, and Trinnus was running to meet them, his short, stubby body completely hidden beneath a hooded cloak.

‘You get inside, sirs,’ he said. ‘I’ll see to the horses.’

‘Bless you, Trinnus.’ Aper dismounted and shook himself like a dog, scattering slush from the folds of his cloak. ‘Jupiter! What an awful bloody night! You’ve the furnace lit?’

Severinus smiled. The furnace that fed the hypocaust beneath the dining-room floor was Aper’s pride and joy. Having it installed by the Twentieth’s chief engineer when he had built the villa ten years before had cost five jars of Burdigalan and one of Damascus figs in honey. Apart from the governor’s own it was still the only one in the Colony.

‘Aye.’ Trinnus took a firm grip of the reins: Tanet and Pollux were already moving towards the stable. ‘The mistress told me to fire it up when you left. We’ve burned half a forest today already.’

‘Good.’ Aper blew on his fingers. He was shivering. ‘Mothers, I’ll have the bone-ache for this tomorrow.’

Severinus grinned. ‘Get inside and dry off, then,’ he said. ‘I’ll give Trinnus a hand with the horses.’

‘Right you are, boy. A hot mash and new bedding for both of them, Trinnus. They’ve deserved it. Oh.’ He paused beneath the porch roof. ‘And we’ll have the other half of the forest while you’re at it, please.’

The dining-room was hot as an oven: Trinnus had brought in an extra brazier, and a jug of wine simmering on its edge added a layer of aromatic steam to the scents from the kitchen. Severinus’s mother Ursina lifted her plain square face to be kissed.

‘Your father’s told me about the Foxes,’ she said.

Severinus moved to the brazier and warmed his hands at the coals before pouring out a cup of the spiced wine. ‘It wasn’t a definite promise, Mother.’

‘Nonsense, boy.’ Aper, comfortable now in an old tunic and slippers and red as a boiled lobster, sipped his own wine. ‘The governor wouldn’t’ve spoken otherwise. Besides, he’s right: Clemens is overdue for promotion. He’s a good man, cavalry to the bone, and he’s had the Foxes five years now.’

Sulicena, the family’s only other slave, appeared from the kitchen with a casserole. She set it down and lifted the lid, filling the room with the scent of pork stew and sage. Severinus brought his cup to the table and lay down, tugging the old woman’s pigtail in passing.

‘So it went well, sir,’ she said to Aper. ‘The meeting with the governor.’

‘Aye.’ Aper held up his plate. ‘Very well indeed. We’ll have another wing in the family yet, Sulicena. And that was a good Knot today, Marcus. The lads can be proud of themselves.’

‘They’ll be drunker than Silenus’s donkey tonight, then.’ Ursina was smiling: post-games celebrations came as no news to the daughter of a legion’s First Spear and the wife of a cavalry commander.

‘And good luck to them. Who’s buying, Marcus, did you hear?’

‘Dannicus.’ Severinus moved out of the way of Sulicena’s ladle.

‘No surprises there, then.’ Aper chuckled: traditionally, the least successful rider in the troop bought the night’s beer and wine. ‘Dannicus’d be my choice, too. He deserved it, the silly beggar.’

‘His horse stumbled at the cast. Or so he claimed.’

‘Is that so, now?’ Aper licked a splash of gravy from his thumb  and spooned up a dumpling. ‘It may’ve happened once, but twice is stretching things. He’d two clear misses on the run and a third so close to old Pegasus’s stifle it shaved the hairs. That’s not bad luck, it’s sheer bloody carelessness, and he won’t live it down in a hurry. Mind you, I’d’ve expected a better excuse than a stumble from a prime con-artist like Dannicus. When I think of the times I had the devious beggar up on a charge and he wriggled out . . .’

‘You were too soft.’ Ursina took the bowl of vetch from Sulicena. ‘You were always too soft.’

Aper sighed. ‘Bear-cub, rules are made to be stretched. You know that yourself. Dannicus was a good trooper, and he did well enough when it mattered.’

‘Maybe.’ She was smiling as she served the vetch. ‘So, then. How does our new governor measure up?’

Aper broke a piece of bread from the loaf.

‘Well, now,’ he said, ‘I think I might let the young commander here answer that. If he’s going to start assessing men he’ll need the practice. Come on, boy, let’s have it; answer your mother. How would you rate Paullinus on a scale of ten? Foxes aside, mind.’

Severinus knew he was being tested and that he was expected to pass: soft or not, father or not, Julius Aper took his duties seriously. And before the Icenian knife had taken out his eye at Alodunum and sent him into retirement he had been one of the best commanders of cavalry west of the Rhine.

‘As a soldier or a governor?’ he said.

‘Good lad.’ His father nodded in approval. ‘We’ll have both, please.’

‘All right.’ Severinus paused, marshalling his thoughts. ‘He’s an experienced soldier. Successful, too. That’s a matter of record. He knows his own mind, he has the courage of his convictions and he isn’t afraid to put them into practice. As a general he’d be hard, thorough and fair.’

His father grunted. ‘Very well. Marks out of ten?’

‘Eight.’

Aper’s eyes widened and he leaned back.

‘Only eight, eh?’

‘He thinks in too straight lines. And he believes he has the answer to everything.’

‘Good boy.’ Aper was nodding. ‘You wouldn’t trust him to make an important decision, then?’

‘No, not altogether, not if it meant taking several factors into account.’

‘Aye. I agree.’

‘On the other hand he’d base any decision he took on hard facts, or at least the facts as he saw them, and once he’d taken it he’d push it through whatever the odds. So the end result might be the same.’

‘You think so?’ Aper frowned. ‘Well. Maybe. We’ll let it pass. Not bad, Marcus. Not bad at all. Now as governor, please.’

‘The same applies. He’ll govern the way he commands. No discussion and no argument.’

‘Is that so bad?’ Ursina put in. ‘We’re a frontier province. We need a strong governor.’

‘Marcus?’

Severinus hesitated. ‘I agree up to a point. He can be trusted with the military side of things, certainly. On the civilian side I’m not so sure.’

‘Good lad. You’ll have your wing yet. Now your reasons.’

‘You saw how he treated Uricalus, Dad; that wasn’t necessary, or wise. Nor is the hands-off agreement with the procurator. Whether Paullinus likes it or not the merchants are important, and he can’t afford to ignore them, let alone put their backs up. He looks set to do both.’

‘Aye.’ Aper shifted. ‘Again I agree. Now, boy, what about the British?’

‘The mountain tribes? I told you, I’ve no quarrel with Paullinus there. Like he said himself, we have to beat them before the province is secure, and the sooner the better.’

‘I don’t mean the mountain tribes, lad. Paullinus was right about them, they’re too dangerous to leave. I mean the others.’

‘The others aren’t a factor, surely. Or not an important one. Even the Brigantes . . .’

‘The Brigantes are federated. They’re not part of the province. I’m talking about the tribes inside our borders.’

‘You mean like the Catuvellauni and the Trinovantes?’ Severinus set down his spoon. ‘They’ve been settled for years. Even in the Icenian revolt they gave us no trouble.’

Aper sighed. ‘Marcus, lad, if losing an eye taught me one thing it’s not to ignore native feelings. If Governor Scapula had paid more heed eleven years back to that bastard Subidastos’s grumblings over his disarmament order—’

‘Titus!’ Ursina snapped.

‘I’m sorry, Bear-cub.’ Aper leaned over and kissed her cheek. ‘“Beggar”, then.’

‘That’s better.’

‘If Scapula had paid more attention to that beggar, Marcus, then there wouldn’t have been a revolt and I’d still have my eye and my career. That’s a lesson I won’t forget in a hurry. You take my point?’

Severinus shook his head. ‘Dad, I’m sorry, but the situation’s different now. We’ve a firm grip on the province and the tribes know it. They’re disarmed and peaceful. There may be grumbles, but the British are born grumblers.’

‘Maybe so. But then they have something to grumble about. We’ve conquered them, after all.’

‘That’s the way the world works. And it’s for their own good in the long run, you know it is.’

‘Certainly. Only it’s a question of convincing them of it. And we won’t do that by treating them as beaten enemies.’

‘What more can they expect?’ Severinus felt his temper begin to slip. ‘The citizenship? Colonists’ privilege? Paullinus was right about that, at least. As a province Britain’s four years younger than I am. You can’t move from barbarism to civilisation in sixteen years.’

‘True. But then again we’ll never turn the British into good Romans by grinding their noses in the dirt, which is what we’re doing. Take the Trinovantes, for example.’

‘Jupiter, Dad! Forget the bloody Trinovantes! They haven’t–’

‘Marcus.’ Ursina put down the piece of bread she was holding. ‘That’s enough. Change the subject, please.’

Aper laid a quiet hand on her arm. He was still looking at Severinus.

‘No, Bear-cub,’ he said. ‘This is important. Marcus, you know yourself what Brocomaglos’s folk think of us, and why. We’ve taken a sizeable chunk of their best land to set up our Colony, we tax them to pay for the building and when they can’t pay the  taxes we force them to accept loans from us at a rate of interest that’s little short of crippling. Now the emperor’s strapped for cash these loans are being called in. When the poor beggars default, which they invariably do, we take more land in forfeit and feelings run even higher. Now can’t you see that a policy like that’s idiotic?’

Severinus shook his head. ‘Every province in the empire pays taxes. The British’re no more hard done by than anyone else. And like I said it’s for their ultimate good. In time Britain’ll be as rich as Gaul and the whole population will benefit, not just a few nobles, the way things were before we came.’

‘Their ultimate good, aye. I agree.’ Aper pushed his plate away. ‘And yes, the Conquest was the best thing that ever happened to them, whether they appreciate it or not. I’m not stupid, Marcus. I know you can’t build a province out of nothing. But if we carry on the way we’re going it could lead to trouble. Serious trouble.’

‘That’s what the army’s for. I’m sorry, Dad, but I think you’re making too much of this.’

‘I agree.’ Ursina said calmly. ‘This is a family meal, not an operations tent.’

‘Jupiter alive, Bear-cub!’

‘Leave Jupiter out of it, Titus. Discussions I don’t mind, but at arguments I draw the line.’

Aper took a deep breath. ‘My apologies,’ he said. ‘Better?’

Ursina’s lips twisted in a half smile. ‘Better. Keep it like that, please. Both of you.’

Aper turned back to Severinus. ‘Marcus, listen to me. In three months’ time there won’t be an army. When Paullinus launches his campaign he’ll take most of it with him.’

‘Paullinus isn’t a fool, Dad. He won’t strip the province altogether.’

‘Oh, I’ll grant you that. The man knows his business. But with the tribes on edge already it wouldn’t take much to push them over, even our Trinovantes, and with three-quarters of the province’s garrison tied up half a month’s march away that’s worrying.’ He paused. ‘You’ve heard about the Druid?’

‘No.’ Severinus had picked up his wine cup. Now he set it down slowly. ‘What Druid?’

‘There’s a rumour one’s been seen in the area. Unconfirmed, but the British all believe it. The news has gone round the Annexe work gangs like wildfire.’

‘Mothers!’ Severinus was staring at him. ‘Does the governor know?’

‘Aye. He told me himself. You see my point now?’

Severinus did. Druids were poison. The sect had been suppressed within the province since the Conquest, but its influence beyond the borders was as strong as ever, and capturing its base on Mona was the main objective of Paullinus’s spring campaign. If the Druids were trying to stir up the provincial tribes against Rome in the governor’s absence then his father’s fears were well founded.

‘What does Paullinus intend doing?’ he said.

Aper’s face was expressionless. ‘He wants to send Eagles in to search the Dun.’

‘That’s insane!’ Ursina set down her spoon.

Aper looked at her. ‘Aye. I know.’

‘You advised him against it?’ Severinus said. The man had to be caught, that was certain, but to send legionaries to search the British settlement without warning would lead to trouble. Especially with the Trinovantes in their present mood over the loans.

‘I persuaded him to wait, at least. The Trinovantes aren’t all hotheads, and they aren’t fools, either. I suggested he let me go up to the Dun tomorrow and have a word with Brocomaglos myself.’

‘You think he can get them to hand him over?’

‘I hope so. If the rumour’s true, and he can set hands on the beggar. Brocomaglos is a reasonable man. And he knows the alternative.’

‘It’s still too much of a risk. Paullinus can’t afford to let a Druid go, whatever the cost.’

‘Of course. But we don’t know for certain that he’s on the Dun at all. And, lad, I’m afraid you’re making the same mistake as Paullinus: you’re treating the British as irresponsible children.’

‘Isn’t that what they are? Harbouring a Druid’s illegal. And, yes, irresponsible, because when he’s caught the whole tribe’ll  suffer. If the Dunsmen can’t see that for themselves then they must take the consequences.’

Aper sighed. ‘Well, perhaps that’s so. Maybe your mother’s right, and I’m too soft.’

Ursina stretched her hand out and without a word touched his wrist.

Severinus got up and went over to the brazier. The coals were dying now, but the jug of wine was still hot. He carried it over to the table and filled his father’s cup.

‘You think Brocomaglos will agree to help?’ he said.

‘I hope so, for everyone’s sake.’ Aper said. ‘But I won’t know until I ask him. It’s not something I look forward to.’

‘Then you’ll need company. If only for the ride.’

Aper raised the cup and sipped.

‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Thank you, Marcus. Company would be welcome.’


4

It was Severinus’s first sight of the Dun: Colonists were not welcome in the native settlement, and in any case there was no reason for them to make the effort. It lay two miles to the south-west of the Colony itself, behind a curving screen of earthworks that had formed, with the river, its original defences; not a town, not even a village, but sprawl of farmsteads linked by tracks that the December rain had already turned to mud. In the sparse fields on either side of the road leading up from the gates half-starved cattle watched with dull eyes. The air was filled with the acrid smell of dung, human and animal, and Severinus tried to breathe in as little of it as possible as he guided Tanet between the potholes that made riding at any more than a gentle walk impossible.

Camulodunum, Fortress of the War God, he thought. Mothers alive! How can people live like this?

‘Nice place, isn’t it?’ his father said.

Severinus grinned in answer. It was difficult to believe that the Dun was the largest native settlement in Britain; capital of the island’s wealthiest and most powerful king, Cunobelinos, whose death seventeen years before had plunged his kingdom into the futile bickering and bloody little tribal wars that had made the Conquest possible. If Rome ever had to justify her empire and how she managed it, Severinus thought, then the War God’s fortress was all the proof she needed.

The road bent to the right, and he saw his first Dunsmen – the first, at least, on their own ground. Most watched them go by in silence much as the cattle had done. Only one, an old man pulling the feathers from a dead chicken by the roadside, reacted in any way, spitting beneath Pollux’s hooves as they passed. The man’s left ear was missing and the scalp above it was a mess of puckered flesh. Severinus glanced at his father, but Aper’s single eye was fixed on the track ahead.

‘Keep going, Marcus’, he said. ‘Don’t react. And whatever you do, don’t get angry.’

Tanet was beginning to fidget and Severinus calmed her, doing his best to ignore the closed, expressionless faces on either side. He could feel the hostility pressing in all around him, and the hairs rose on his neck.

‘How much further?’ he said.

‘Not far now, lad.’ Aper pointed ahead. ‘The gate’s over there.’

Severinus looked. There was little to distinguish the Trinovantian chief’s farmstead from any of the others: a stretch of rough grass behind a shallow ditch lined with hurdles, with the hut itself at the far end. As they passed through the gap in the ditch a dog leaped forward to the end of its chain and stood barking. A pre-pubescent girl sitting in the mud in front of the hut clutching a piglet scrambled to her feet and ran inside. The piglet followed.

Aper dismounted.

‘Leave the talking to me,’ he said.

Severinus nodded: it was an order, superior officer to junior, and he accepted it as such. He was beginning to regret, now, that he had come at all. Swallowing, he slid down from Tanet’s back and waited, closing his nostrils to the midden stench that surrounded them.

His father winked, but did not smile. They tied the horses to the tethering-post. The hut door opened.

Severinus had seen Brocomaglos before, but not face to face. The Trinovantian chief matched his name; he was thick set and muscular, with a badger’s broad neck and shoulders and large, spadelike hands. Although he could be no older than Aper, his hair and moustaches were already streaked with white.

‘Be quiet, Durnos!’ he growled. The dog stopped barking and stood beating the air with its tail.

‘Greetings to you, Brocomaglos.’ Aper said in Celtic.

‘Ah, so it’s yourself, is it, Commander?’ Brocomaglos changed to slow, careful Latin. His eyes shifted to Severinus. ‘And your son the horseman.’

‘Durnos? “Fist.” A small name for such a big dog.’ Severinus spoke in Celtic as his father had done.

‘So.’ Brocomaglos’s shaggy eyebrows rose. ‘The commander’s son has a British tongue in his head?’ His own Celtic was liquid, flowing. Severinus said nothing. ‘Aye, Fist it is. Even big dogs start small, and he’s always been a fighter.’ He stepped aside. ‘Come inside, the both of you, and welcome.’

The hut’s main room was large and dark, but far cleaner and sweeter smelling than Severinus had expected, with fresh rushes on the floor and a log fire burning in the hearth. There were three chairs set round a low table, and against one wall a storage chest and dresser.

Brocomaglos pointed to two of the chairs. ‘Sit down. Rest yourselves. You’ve breakfasted?’

‘Aye.’ Aper sat, and Severinus did the same.

‘Wait, then.’

Brocomaglos disappeared through a second doorway curtained with a blanket woven in broad stripes. From beyond it came the sound of voices. A moment later, the curtain shifted and the girl they had seen before put out her head. Severinus winked at her and she stared back with liquid eyes.

‘Stop your gawping, Ahteha.’ Brocomaglos had reappeared. He touched her neatly braided hair with his huge hand in passing. ‘Go and help your mother mull the wine.’

The girl gave them a last stare and withdrew. Brocomaglos eased himself into the third chair. ‘So,’ he said. ‘Be comfortable before we talk.’

Perhaps it was no more than politeness – no native would think of asking a guest to state his business before the formalities of welcome were observed – but Brocomaglos’s eyes were guarded. Severinus wondered if the chief already knew why they had come. He looked across at his father.

Aper ignored him. ‘Your family’s well, Brocomaglos?’ he said.

‘Well enough. And I needn’t ask about yours, my friend. Not about this one at least.’ The massive head turned. ‘You are welcome, Marcus Severinus, not least for the pleasure you gave me yesterday.’

‘You were there?’ Severinus was surprised: natives, unless they were servants or slaves, rarely came within the Colony bounds. It was a Roman town, for citizens only.

‘How not? We’re not prisoners here on the Dun, or penned beasts. Your father’s son is a fine rider. And it’s always good to find a Celtic tongue in a Roman mouth.’

‘There are Romans and Romans.’ Aper said. ‘I’m half a Celt myself, as you know, and no less Roman for it. Marcus is the same. He was born at Augusta. The Belgic Gauls are cousins to the British, and their tongue’s the same, or near enough.’

‘Cousins. Aye, well, perhaps they are, but their Gallic blood’s grown thin since they sat at Rome’s fireside.’ Brocomaglos’s eyes twinkled. ‘I’m told, Commander, that in the Colony the Gallic merchants even take baths instead of washing themselves like civilised men. Would that be true, now?’

‘Why not?’ Aper laughed. ‘There’s nothing wrong with a bath on a winter’s morning.’

‘Aye, maybe.’ Brocomaglos tugged at his ear. ‘For Romans, I agree. You’re salamanders, you need heat. We are different. Heat dries the marrow in our bones and makes women of us. What’s good for one nation may not be for another.’

‘That’s nonsense. Two peoples can learn from each other, surely.’

‘Aye, to be sure they can, when both profit equally. Our Gallic cousins taught you Romans to ride, and what do they have in return? You shave their sons’ moustaches and teach them to sell olives. That is not learning, Commander.’

Aper laughed. ‘There’s more to Rome, Brocomaglos, than smooth mouths and olive sellers.’

‘So you keep telling us.’

‘Are we liars, then?’

‘No.’ Brocomaglos smiled, but his voice was serious. ‘You are not liars. You Romans are a great people, and this civilisation of yours is a great thing. And even if it were not there is still one reason why we should accept it willingly.’

‘And what would that be?’

‘Because it’s all you’ve left us.’ Brocomaglos turned as the curtain was drawn aside and a woman came out with a tray of hot wine and cakes. ‘Enough. Your bellies will think your throats are cut. My apologies for this lazy wife of mine.’

‘Lazy, is it?’ The woman laughed as she set the tray down. ‘Honey cakes don’t make themselves, and your guests would  have been served more quickly if you’d been more sparing with the last batch.’

‘The apology’s mine, Matugena.’ Aper smiled at her. ‘We’re disturbing you.’

‘Oh, for me it doesn’t matter.’ She lifted the wine jug and poured. ‘And this one never minds visitors, whatever the hour. Especially if it gets him a cake or two over the odds.’

Severinus picked up his cup and sipped.

‘It’s good, Matugena,’ he said. ‘What is it?’

‘Elderberry juice, fermented with herbs and honey. You’ve never tasted elder wine before?’ Severinus shook his head. ‘Aye, well, perhaps our Old Lady can teach your Roman gods a thing or two after all. The cakes are at your hand, Brocomaglos. See you leave a crumb or two for our guests.’

She left chuckling.

Brocamaglos took a mouthful of his own wine. ‘So,’ he said. ‘You’re warm and you’ve seen me scolded. Now tell me what brings the Boar and his son so far and so early from their own fireside.’

Severinus was aware of a tenseness in his voice. He knew then – and was sure his father also knew – that Brocomaglos had not needed to ask the question. Remembering what Aper had said, he sat back cradling his wine cup and said nothing.

Aper took a cake. ‘There are rumours of a Druid in the area.’

‘Druids are forbidden the province by your Roman law. And what would one be doing so far from the mountains?’

‘That I can’t say, Brocomaglos.’ Aper blew on his wine. ‘The rumours may be false, but if they are not, well, my friend, you’ve said it yourself. The sect is outlawed and Paullinus will have to act.’

‘Meaning?’

‘To begin with, a search of the Dun.’

Brocomaglos set down his cup. ‘That would be foolish,’ he said quietly.

‘Aye.’ Aper was looking straight at him. ‘I agree. Completely.’

‘There’s no Druid here. For that you have my word. The new governor would be stirring up trouble for no reason.’

‘I know that. So does he. Paullinus is no fool. But he’ll have no choice, Brocomaglos, unless you can also give me your word  that the rumour has no truth to it.’ The other man said nothing. ‘You see? He exists, and he must be caught, wherever he is. No one wants trouble.’

‘As the wolf said to the rabbit.’

‘Brocomaglos.’ Aper set down his own cup. ‘Listen to me. I don’t make the rules. And whatever the rights and wrongs of it the rabbit is still a rabbit.’

‘And the wolf a wolf.’ Brocomaglos looked, Severinus thought, suddenly old and very tired. ‘So. You expect this particular rabbit to do the wolf’s work for him?’

‘If there is a Druid among the Trinovantes then Paullinus can’t ignore the fact. The Dun is his obvious starting point. He will send soldiers to search and ask questions, and being soldiers they will not be gentle. Eventually someone will talk, they will find the man, wherever he is, and kill him; but before then a great deal of damage will have been done on both sides. Perhaps irreparable damage. Neither of us wants that.’ Aper paused. ‘In this business, Brocomaglos, there can be no winners. Do you understand me?’

Brocomaglos held his gaze for a long time. ‘Aye, aye, I understand you,’ he said at last. Even so we see things differently, you and I, and that cannot be discounted.’

‘Brocomaglos, I am sorry, bitterly sorry, but these are facts, and neither you nor I can change them. However we look at things.’

‘However we look at things.’ Brocomaglos’s fingers tapped the arm of his chair. ‘Well enough. Good facts they may be. Still. Roman eyes are different from ours.’

‘Eyes are eyes. And facts are facts.’

Instead of answering, Brocomaglos stood up. He walked over to the storage chest that stood against the wall, opened it and took out an object wrapped in a cloth.

‘If that is so,’ he said, ‘then look here, my friend, and tell me what you see.’

He undid the wrappings and held the object up. The thing was a human head, brown as a nut, its smoke-tanned skin stretched tight over the bones of the skull. The flaking lips were drawn back from the teeth in a parody of a grin, and the blue shell eyes glared out from their shrunken sockets. What  little hair was left on the scalp had been combed and neatly braided.

‘Sweet Jupiter!’ Aper whispered.

‘What’s wrong, Commander?’ Brocomaglos set the head on the table next to the plate of honey cakes and laid his hand on the braids as gently as he had touched his daughter’s. ‘You are honoured. This is my greatest treasure. My great-great-grandfather killed him in battle. His name was Eppillicus, and he was a prince of the Catuvellauni, a famous warrior in his day. Will you not greet him?’

He lifted the head, kissed the dry lips and held it out towards them. Severinus felt his stomach crawl.

‘Put it back.’ Aper murmured. ‘For the Mother’s sake, Brocomaglos, put it back.’

Brocomaglos did not move. ‘At least touch him,’ he said. ‘He will not bite; he is a friend.’
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