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The Legend of the Skystone

Out of the night sky there will fall a stone

That hides a maiden born of murky deeps,

A maid whose fire-fed, female mysteries

Shall give life to a lambent, gleaming blade,

A blazing, shining sword whose potency

Breeds warriors. More than that,

This weapon will contain a woman’s wiles

And draw dire deeds of men; shall name an age;

Shall crown a king, called of a mountain clan

Who dream of being drawn from dragon’s seed;

Fell, forceful men, heroic, proud and strong,

With greatness in their souls.

This king, this monarch, mighty beyond ken,

Fashioned of glory, singing a song of swords,

Misting with magic madness mortal men,

Shall sire a legend, yet leave none to lead

His host to triumph after he be lost.

But death shall ne’er demean his destiny who,

Dying not, shall ever live and wait to be recalled.


A Note on Roman Place Names

The land the Romans called Britain was only the land we know today as England. Scotland, Ireland and Wales were separate and known respectively as Caledonia, Hibernia and Cambria. They were not recognised as part of the province of Britain.

The ancient towns of Roman Britain are still there, but they all have English names now. What follows is a guide to phonetic pronunciation of Roman place names, with their modern equivalents.



	Roman Name 
	Modern Name



	Anderita [An-der-reeta]
	Pevensey



	Aquae Sulis [Ack-way Soo-liss]
	Bath



	Camulodunum [Ca-moo-loadin-um]
	Colchester



	Dolaucothi [Doh-loh-cothee]
	Welsh Gold Mines



	Dubris [Doo-briss]
	Dover



	Durnovaria [Durr-no-varr-eya]
	Dorchester



	Durovernum [Doo-rove-err-num] 
	Canterbury



	Eboracum [Eh-borra-cum] 
	York



	Glevum [Glev-vum] 
	Gloucester



	Isca Dumnoniorum [Isska Dumb-nonny-orum]
	Exeter



	Lemanis [Leh-mann-iss]
	Lympne



	Lindinus [Linn-dinnis] 
	Ilchester



	Lindum [Lin-dum]
	Lincoln



	Londinium [Lon-dinny-um] 
	London



	Mamucium [Mah-moochy-um] 
	Manchester



	Noviomagush [Novvy-oh-maggus]
	Chichester



	Regulbium [Re-goolby-um] 
	Reculver



	Rutupiae [Roo-too-pee-ay] 
	Richborough



	Sorviodunum [Sorr-vee-yode-inum]
	Old Sarum



	Venta Belgarum [Venta Bell-gah-rum]
	Winchester



	Verulamium [Verr-you-lame-eeyum] 
	St Albans
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Prologue: 387 A.D.

The tribune recognised the first signs from more than a mile away, just as the road dropped down from the ridge to enter the trees: a whirlpool of hawks and carrion-eaters, spiralling above the treetops of the forest ahead of him. With a harsh command to his centurion to pick up the pace of his men, the officer kicked his horse forward, uncaring that he was leaving his infantry escort far behind. The swirling birds meant death; their numbers meant that they were above a clearing in the forest; and their continuing flight meant that they were afraid to land. Probably because of wolves, he guessed. The tribune lowered the face-protector of his helmet to guard himself from whipping twigs and took his horse into the trees at a full gallop, sensing that all danger of ambush or opposition was long gone.

He heard wolves fighting among themselves while he was still far distant from them, and he kicked his horse to even greater speed, shouting at the top of his voice and making the maximum possible noise to distract them from their grisly feast. He had little doubt about what they were eating.

As he burst into the clearing, the wolves crowded together, bellies low to the ground, snarling and slavering as they faced the newcomer. He put his horse at them without hesitation, drawing his short-sword and slashing at them, his horse using its hooves in its own battle. The snarling fury of the pack quickly became a crescendo of yelps of pain and fear as horse and rider laid about them, and soon one, and then all of the lean, grey scavengers broke off the fight and fled to the protection of the bushes that surrounded the clearing.

When they had gone, out of sight among the bushes and safely beyond his reach, the tribune looked around at the scene he had ridden into. The clearing was dominated by one massive, ancient oak tree that had an arrangement of ropes and pulleys strung across one of its huge branches. One of these ropes reached to a ring fastened to a heavy stake that had been driven deep into the ground. The condition of the ground around the stake – the grass trodden flat and dead and scattered haphazardly with piles of human excrement – showed that someone had been confined there for many days. The bodies of three men, one of them absolutely naked, sprawled on the dusty, blood-spattered ground. Flies swarmed everywhere, attracted, like the birds and the wolves, by the smell of sun-warmed blood. The two clothed bodies had both been badly bitten about the face by the wolves, particularly the younger of the two, a blond man whose neck and throat had been slashed by a sword almost deeply enough to decapitate him.

The naked man lay face down, his left arm extended and ripped open on the underside, close to the shoulder, where one of the wolves had been chewing at it. There was another clear set of toothmarks on the body’s right thigh, although the bite had not been ripped away. The only blood visible on this corpse was pooled beneath it.

Incongruously, a rolled parchment scroll lay pinned beneath the outstretched arm of the naked body, and the tribune idly wondered what it contained. He threw his leg over his horse’s neck and slid easily to the ground, where he collected the scroll, carefully making sure no blood touched it. That done, he rolled the corpse easily onto its back and gazed at the massive, eloquently fatal stab wound in the centre of its chest, just below the peak of the ribcage. He snorted through his nostrils, then prised open the seal on the rolled parchment and began to read, whispering the words to himself to clarify the sense of them as he deciphered the densely packed characters. After the first few sentences, he stiffened and lifted his eyes to look at the dead man at his feet, then squatted, picked up the corpse’s wrist and felt for a pulse. There was none. He dropped the hand, stood erect again and continued to read.

The sound of his men approaching at a dead run brought the tribune’s head up. As they broke from the tree-lined path and drew up in two ranks facing him, he ordered them to spread out and chase away the wolves hiding in the undergrowth, offering a silver denarius for any wolf killed. The soldiers scattered enthusiastically to the chase, their centurion with them. The tribune watched them until they were out of sight, then returned to his interrupted reading, his lips once again moving almost soundlessly as he worked his way through the document. When he reached the end, he made a clicking sound with his tongue, glanced again at the naked corpse and then read through the entire scroll a second time, scanning the words more quickly this time, his face expressionless until he reached the end again, when his brow creased in a slight frown. He folded the scroll carefully several times, creasing the edges sharply to reduce the bulk of the packet thus formed, and tucked it securely beneath his cuirass. By the time his men returned to the clearing, he had remounted his horse and was deep in thought.

From the corner of his eye he saw the centurion approach him and asked what he wanted.

The centurion nodded towards the naked corpse, a look of uncertainty on his face. ‘What d’you want us to do, sir? With the bodies?’ He cleared his throat nervously. ‘Is it him, sir? The Procurator?’

The tribune took his time in answering, but when he did speak, he pitched his voice so that the men standing silently at attention could all hear him.

‘Am I in debt to anyone for bounty on those wolves?’

Several of the men shook their heads along with their centurion. The wolves had all escaped. The tribune looked all around the clearing, tacitly inviting his men to do the same.

‘I have no idea, at this stage, what happened here,’ he said next, ‘although any man with a brain could probably make an accurate assessment simply by looking around him. The man with no clothes obviously escaped from bondage beneath the big tree, there. You can see the scabs on his wrists, and the ropes and tackle they bound him with, and the trampled area where he was confined. You can also see from the piles of human dung that, whoever these other people were, they showed him no humanity. It seems evident that he loosed himself – broke free, somehow – snatched a sword and managed to kill two of his captors before being killed himself. Whoever these abductors of his were, they allowed themselves to grow fatally careless.’

‘Your pardon, Tribune!’ The centurion, whose gaze had drifted to the naked corpse, was frowning and now moved quickly to kneel by the body. Narrow-eyed, he slipped his fingers underneath the chin, pressing gently with finger and thumb beneath the points of the jaw where, against all reasonable expectation, he discovered a very faint but quite regular pulse. The man was alive. The wide-eyed centurion informed the tribune, who frowned as he heard the words.

‘Alive? He can’t be! Are you sure?’ He swung towards his troops and pointed at two of them. ‘You two, use your spears and tents to make a litter, quickly!’

As the soldiers scrambled to their work, he turned back to the centurion.

‘I shall answer your impertinent question this time, simply to discourage any others. It is not for such as you to be curious about diplomatic matters, Centurion, but I suppose, under the circumstance, it is understandable enough. The answer is no. We were called out to search for the Procurator of South Britain, but these abductors were apparently as stupid as they were careless. This man is not the missing Procurator. He is not Claudius Seneca – doesn’t even resemble him, apart from the broken nose. I look more like Claudius Seneca than this man does, which is only natural, I suppose, since Claudius Seneca is my father’s brother. Mistaken identity. Stupid, as I said. They took the wrong man.’

He turned back to where the two soldiers were constructing a serviceable stretcher. ‘I don’t know who he is, but I want you to take the utmost care of this man. Carry him gently, one man to each arm of the litter, and I’ll flog any man who bumps him. He deserves to live, if only because of the fight he put up.’ He looked at the rest of his men, silently gauging their response to his words. Apart from the sullenness caused by his threat, their expressions were disinterested. They had accepted his assertion completely and without curiosity.

‘All right, then,’ he snapped. ‘Let’s get this man to a military sick bay as quickly as we can. But I want these other two bodies brought in, too, for identification. Let’s move!’

By the time the litter was ready for the injured man and the procession had set out on its journey back to the barracks at Aquae Sulis, the spa town the local Celts called Bath, no one in the party even remembered that the Tribune had been reading a parchment when they’d reached the clearing.


BOOK ONE

Colonists



I

A broken shutter banged somewhere. I could hear it clearly over the howling wind and the hissing roar of the driven rain. It was almost dark. I could barely make out the shapes of the two men flattened against the wall on either side of the door of the one-room stone hut across the narrow street from me. To my left, two more men flanked the door of the hut I was leaning against, and there were twelve more men similarly placed at the other six buildings that lined the narrow street. My reserve of thirty-four men was split into two groups, one at either end of the village.

At forty-eight, I was far too old for this kind of nonsense.

I stood with my shoulders pressed against the wall, my sodden tunic clammy cold against my back. I raised my hand in a useless attempt to clear streaming rain-water from my eyes, and my waterlogged cape was a dead weight dragging at my arm. I cursed quietly.

A dim yellow glow appeared as somebody lit a lamp in the hut across the way, and then a quavering, moaning scream rose above the wind. I gave the signal – one blast on my horn – and my men went in, bursting through the doors, their swords and daggers drawn. House-cleaning can be brutal, dirty work.

I looked down at the dead man at my feet. The rain had washed most of the blood away, but he still looked dreadful. I guessed an axe had killed him. His open eyes were glazed in the fading light.

One of my men reappeared, silhouetted against the light in the doorway opposite me, wiping his sword on a rag. He leaned out into the street, and though I heard nothing, I saw him tense and open his mouth in a shout. Then he was running up the narrow street. I cursed my age and my bad leg and thrust myself away from the wall, forcing myself into a lumbering run, only now aware of the fight going on in the street about thirty paces from me. The weight of my cloak was awful. I fumbled at the clasp and felt the burden fall away, and then I was in the middle of the fight.

I remember little of the tussle itself, but with me, that is a far from unusual state of affairs. Images are all that remain in my memory: a bare neck with a prominent Adam’s apple, and then blood spouting as I jerk my sword point out of it – no memory of the stab; the feeling of a living body under my feet and then my braced arm, up to the wrist in mud because my crippled leg has let me down again and I’ve fallen; the crotch of a man whose sheepskin-wrapped legs are criss-crossed with cloth bindings, and my blade again, taking away his manhood; and a face, wide-mouthed and staring-eyed, and hands with no strength clutching at my sword, trying to pull it out of their owner’s breast. All this I recall in silence. There is no noise, no screaming – no sound of any kind.

When it was over, I was badly winded, puffing for breath like an old man. I leaned over, hands on my knees, and hung my head, sobbing to clear my chest.

‘Commander Varrus? Are you all right?’

I knew the voice; it belonged to young Kyril, one of my lieutenants. I nodded my head as clearly as I could in that position and he left me, moving on to check the others. Gradually I became aware of my hands, gripping my knees. Neither held a weapon. I had no sword, and no memory of dropping it. I blinked my eyes clear of rainwater and saw, by the darkness of blood on my right wrist and hand, that I was wounded. I straightened up, feeling no pain, and touched my right hand with my left. My hand responded, but strangely. My whole arm felt numb. I moved my left hand up along my arm, and I felt the cut – just above the elbow, and bleeding fast. My stomach lurched and I puked – my normal reaction after a battle, and one that usually left me feeling better. But this time, as I straightened up from retching, it seemed to me I saw a light, somewhere ahead of me, spinning in the strangest fashion and coming towards me at a roaring speed. And that was all I saw.

They picked me up out of the mud in the roadway and carried me to one of the huts, and I was out of my mind for more than a week.

My wound, on its own, was not too serious, although there is no such thing as a dismissible battle wound. Some whoreson had swiped me with an axe that had no edge. The weight alone had dug what little edge the thing had into the flesh and had broken my upper arm in what the medics call a twig-fracture. At my age, it’s a wonder the whole bone didn’t shatter. At least, that’s what I thought then. Now I know that I was only mellowing into my prime in those days. But I bled a lot, they told me later: a sullen, angry bleeding that worried them because it would not stop. And on top of that, I’d caught pneumonia from the soaking. For a while my men thought they were going to lose me.

I still remember the corpse that lay at my feet that night. If the axe that hit me had been as sharp as the one that hit him, I would not be telling this story today. Of course, much of the story would not have happened.

My name is Gaius Publius Varrus, and I am an ironsmith and a weapons-maker. I was born and raised in Colchester, in East Britain close to Londinium, the imperial administrative centre of the Province of Britain, and it was to Colchester I returned to reopen my grandfather’s smithy after I was crippled in an ambush during the Invasion of 367 and invalided out of the legions.

During my years as a soldier, I had met Caius Britannicus, a wealthy nobleman, a patrician Roman of ancient lineage. He first came into my life as a young tribune who saved my skin, then later as a Commanding Officer whose life I saved, and he finally ended up as a Roman senator, a proconsul of Rome and my brother-in-law and dearest friend. My friendship with Britannicus, however, had made his enemies my enemies, particularly one family, the wealthy and powerful imperial bankers, the Senecas, who had feuded bloodily and bitterly with the Britannicus family for generations.

That adopted enmity brought me to violent, personal confrontation with Claudius, the youngest of the six Seneca brothers. We fought, and I scarred him for life. After that, I had to remove myself and my affairs permanently – and hurriedly – out of the way of Claudius Seneca’s wrath. I travelled west to the rich farmlands below the spa town of Aquae Sulis to live at Caius’s villa.

On my arrival there, my whole life changed. I met and married Luceiia Britannicus, and she showed me where to find something I had been dreaming about for most of my life: a stone made of extraordinary metal, which I called the skystone. I smelted the stone and, from the metal it contained, sculpted a crude statue of Coventina, the Celtic goddess of water, to commemorate the struggle I had had to salvage the stone from the bottom of a lake. I called it my Lady of the Lake. My main intent was to preserve the metal in dignity, rather than leave it to rust as a plain, raw ingot until I should find a purpose for it. Someday, I knew, I would make a sword from that same metal, but I wasn’t ready yet.

Someday, too, we would have need of that sword – and hundreds like it, if Caius’s ideas about the disintegration of the Empire ever came to pass. He believed the Empire was dying rapidly. He was convinced that someday soon – in the foreseeable future – the legions would be withdrawn from Britain to defend the Motherland against invasion. When that happened, we, the people of Britain, would be left alone and defenceless, with nothing to rely on but our own strengths.

I remember that when I first heard Caius voice this idea, it struck me as being too ludicrous for words. The single greatest truth in the world was that Rome was eternal! It could never fall. But as the years went by, the signs Caius had warned of, every one of them, began to come thick and fast, so that I finally came to believe that the Empire, like the fabric of most things ancient, was grown thin and rotten.

Armed thereafter with the zeal of all new converts, I threw myself wholeheartedly into Caius’s plans to fortify and defend the beautiful villa properties on which he and his friends lived. I worked as hard as any man, and harder than most, to hasten the building of a stone-walled fort on top of the ancient Celtic hill fort behind the Villa Britannicus and to make weapons and armour for the young men, the trainee soldiers of our private little Colony.

We knew from the outset, of course, that everything we were doing was illegal. It was treasonous to build a private fortress and to train a private army, and discovery of what we were about could bring death and ruin on all of us, women and children included. In all things military, and in all aspects of life governing the provisioning of soldiers to protect and serve the rule of law and the established order, every able-bodied man and boy within the Empire owed his primary, dedicated allegiance to the Emperor alone. The Emperor’s will and rights were paramount. No private citizen could withhold his services from the legions, nor could any man or any group, no matter how endowed with wealth or station, maintain a private, armed force within the Empire’s bounds. We knew all that, and we ignored it, for we knew also that the Empire was dying, and we knew the Emperor was not one man but three, and sometimes four. Most of all, however, we knew our lives, our own survival as a people, depended on our preparations for the chaos that would come. And so we toiled to build our fortress, and we trained and armed our men.

It was the search for iron for new weapons that had led us out of the Colony, and into the confrontation in which I was wounded.

I opened my eyes eventually in a small, smelly hut and realised that for some time I had been hearing a skylark singing, although I had not been listening to it. I lay there on my back for a few heartbeats, feeling bleary-eyed and itchy; my whole body itched, including my face. I raised my hand to scratch my chin and passed out from the pain.

I could not have been unconscious for more than a few moments. The bird was still singing when I opened my eyes again, the room was unchanged. I still itched, and my arm was on fire. God, it hurt!

I tried to remember what had happened on that dismal wintry day.

We had been up and on the road in driving rain well before dawn. It had rained all night long and the dawn took a long time to arrive through the slate-grey skies. We had eaten a breakfast of dried meat, dried corn and dried peas on the move, hunched and miserable under the lashing downpour.

I was riding my grey stallion, Germanicus, named after an ancestral cousin of Caius Britannicus. I had chosen the name deliberately, pointing out to Caius that if he could ride my back mercilessly and whip me into carrying out his every whim, then I would do the like to his cousin. Six of my men were mounted, too; their job was to herd the horses we had collected on our journey. The remainder marched like the infantry they were, slogging through puddles with long-suffering sighs and muttered curses. We had six four-wheeled wagons in our train, three loaded with iron ingots from the Weald, two filled with salt boiled from the sea and compressed into blocks, and one commissary wagon.

We were far from home, and had been on the road for four weeks. We had left our Colony, close by the Mendip Hills, and headed east until we hit the road running north to Aquae Sulis. From that point on we had travelled all the way to our present location on the solid, paved roads built by Caesar’s legions. Twelve miles south of Aquae Sulis, we had swung around to the south-east again and passed through Sorviodunum and Venta Belgarum, stopping outside both towns without entering. From Venta we swung directly south to Noviomagus, taking less than two days to make this last leg of our outward journey.

Our passage attracted much attention. This was the first time that we had come this way, and most of the people we met on the road took us for regular troops. One night long ago, by a fire at Stonehenge, Caius Britannicus had said that he might change the colour of our uniforms. He had said it in jest, but the Celts who were his audience did not know that. They believed him, and their king, Ullic, in particular, became serious about it and gave us his regal permission, no less, to use the red dye that was reserved for his use alone among his people. It had become a matter of diplomacy to humour him, and now the soldiers of our colony wore a royal red that troubled me by its resemblance to the crimson of the Imperial Household Troops. A few of the people we encountered on that trip knew better, of course, and that caused me great concern. But we experienced no trouble along the way. Who would start trouble with a hundred well-armed, disciplined men?

We had arranged to meet a merchant called Statius in Noviomagus. This fellow had made a name for himself by living up to his own boast that he could supply anything to anyone at any time in any place, if the price was right. We had contacted him through Bishop Alaric and agreed to pay him in gold for all the iron ingots he could supply by mid-November – one gold aurus for every hundred pounds of ingot iron he could supply, if he delivered it to Noviomagus. This was more than twenty times the going rate. In his eyes, it was the deal of a lifetime. From our viewpoint, we were stealing his iron. We had no use for gold in our Colony and iron was becoming harder and harder to find anywhere, since the Hibernians, too ignorant to know that there is no gold in iron ore pits, had shut down the Cambrian mines with their raiding. To the Hibernian Scots, it seemed logical that since gold was dug from the Cambrian mines in Dolaucothi, then every other hole in the ground of Cambria should have gold in it, too.

I was disappointed that Statius had only had five cartloads of iron with him. We loaded that onto three of my big wagons. On the way to the meeting I had dreamed of loading all five wagons and buying a few more of his to carry the rest of the haul. When we met, over a mug of ale in a tavern in Noviomagus, he told me that he had scraped the foundries of the entire eastern part of the country to accumulate the three thousand pounds of iron he had brought with him. When he saw the bag of gold I paid him from, however, his eyes almost fell out of his head and he suddenly became convinced that he could probably find as much again, and perhaps even more, given time.

‘How much more time?’ I asked him. He did some rapid calculation and we agreed to meet again in June. Feeding his greed, I told him my wagons could easily carry a thousand pounds each. For every hundred pounds, therefore, over five thousand pounds, I would pay double if he would throw in the carts and horses. We shook hands on the deal, and when we parted the following day, Statius was a happy merchant, firmly convinced that he had found the biggest fools in the Empire.

On the way home, we kept to the south coast road in order to avoid the towns we had passed earlier. It almost doubled our journey, but I had sound reasons for the circuitous route, the main one being that I wished to attract no attention to the richness of the train we were escorting. On the way, we picked up our two wagonloads of salt and passed by Durnovaria in the dark hours before dawn, trying to make no noise and attract no attention. Just beyond that town, the road runs along the seashore for several miles. There are no other towns out that way except Isca in the far west, and the road was seldom travelled, even that long ago – a truth attested to by the amount of grass and weeds growing between the cobblestones.

We travelled slowly. The wagons were fully loaded and we had managed to acquire a fair-sized herd of horses of all descriptions. Most of them we had bought along the way; gold is a powerful persuader. Others we had found, and many of these were wild.

At one point, where the road ran very close to the sea, the horses took it into their heads to stop and graze. In trying to get them moving again, one of my men panicked them and they scattered. With difficulty we rounded them up, and then one of them, a big black gelding, the finest horse in the bunch, decided to show us his heels and headed off at full gallop for the west. Three of us chased him. The going was dangerous because of the wetness of the grass, and we were a long way from the road, which had swung north, by the time we finally ran him down.

I tied a halter around his head and handed the rope to Bassus, the young soldier who had ended up with me. We were just turning back to the road when I heard a shout, seemingly cut off in mid-breath. We froze, both of us listening for more. There was only silence, broken by the sound of waves on the pebbled beach a hundred paces away and the whisper of the rain, which had lessened, in the leaves around us. We were in a grassy hollow, surrounded by hawthorn bushes. I turned to look at young Bassus.

‘Where did that come from?’

He shook his head uncertainly. ‘It sounded as though it came from over there.’ He pointed towards the beach.

‘Where’s the young fellow who came with us?’ I had just noticed that he was nowhere in sight. ‘What’s his name? Anicius. What happened to him?’

Bassus shrugged. ‘He was behind me to my left last time I saw him.’

I tried to tell myself that he had only fallen from his horse, but even to me it sounded like a lie. ‘Tie up the horses and follow me,’ I whispered, suddenly aware of a need for silence. ‘And don’t make any noise!’

I climbed out of the hollow and began to head cautiously towards the beach. The ground was rough and stony beneath the turf, and I cursed my limp for forcing me to move more slowly and more awkwardly than I wanted to. My palms were sweating, which is my mind’s way of letting me know that it does not feel good about something. I glanced backwards and saw young Bassus following me, coming fast. I signalled to him to slow down.

There was a flash of brown to my right. Anicius’s horse. It had begun to graze. I headed towards it, moving very slowly now, and then I heard noises off to my left: a grunt, and the rattle of metal.

They were down in a hollow like the one we had been in when we heard the shout. Anicius’s body lay sprawled on the grass, its head, still in its helmet, about five paces away; there was a surprised expression on its face. The whoreson crouched above him was working fast, stripping the corpse. There was bright-red blood all over the grass between the boy’s head and his body.

I fumbled at my belt for my skystone dagger, thinking to throw it at the assassin’s back, but there was a hissing sound close by my ear and then that unmistakable thunk! of an arrow hitting a human torso. Bright-yellow feathers gleamed between his shoulders and he arched his back, reaching behind him, almost gripping them before he fell face down across young Anicius, an agonised moan the only sound he made.

‘Well done, lad,’ I said, and stepped down carefully to where the bodies lay, my feet slipping on the wet grass. As I stood above them, I heard Bassus retching behind me. Probably his first killing, I thought, and his first sight of violent death. I knew how he felt.

I bent down and hauled the killer away from Anicius, turning him over as I did so. He was big. A round shield and a bloody axe lay a short distance away. The shield was covered with scrollwork. Celtic. But not from Britain. At least, not from this part of Britain, for I knew my Celtic design. I went and picked it up, holding it in both hands. Bassus came down to join me.

‘Who is he, Commander Varrus?’

‘I don’t know, but you can bet he’s not alone. He’s not from these parts, judging by his clothes and by his shield. I think he’s a Scot.’

‘From Hibernia? How did he get all the way down here?’

‘Same way they get everywhere, son. By boat.’

‘A galley?’ Bassus looked around him as if expecting to see a boat tied up to a bush.

‘Aye, and if I’m correct, it won’t be far from here. Let’s take a look. But watch your step – you’ll get no second chance and no mercy from the likes of these.’ I looked around and pointed ahead to my right. ‘You go that way, to the west of that headland. I’ll take the left. And be careful!’

A short time later – I had lost track of time – a yellow-feathered arrow smacked into the ground ahead of me and frightened me half to death. Bassus was about sixty paces from me, waving excitedly for me to join him. I retrieved his arrow and went to him.

‘It’s beached below the headland, Commander! I saw three men. One of them almost saw me.’

‘Are you sure he didn’t?’ I held out his arrow to him.

‘No.’ A quick headshake. He took his arrow from my hand. ‘Thanks, Commander. I didn’t want to shout.’

‘Quite. Well, let’s take a look, then.’

They had drawn their galley up onto the beach below the headland, in the lee of the cliff, where it would be safe both from observers and from the prevailing tides. I counted three guards on my first glance, pulling my head back quickly after getting a glimpse of them and placing them in my mind. My next look was more confident and I bellied as close as I could get to the edge of the cliff, chilled to the bone from the wet grass. There were six of them visible this time, three out of the line of sight of our first view. Six seemed like a reasonable number to guard the boat, which looked as though it would hold about thirty men, fully crewed. But there was one more dead in the hollow behind us, making seven. How many more? I did not have much time, I guessed, before somebody noticed that the dead one was missing.

I crawled backwards and jerked my head in the direction of our horses.

‘Let’s go, but keep your eyes open. There’s room for another two dozen in that boat. God knows where they are, but we could run into any of them at any time.’

My head was buzzing as we made our way back to the horses, which were still tethered to the bush where Bassus had left them. How many more men were there down on the beach? Where were the others? How many of my men would I need to be sure of winning a tussle without serious loss? Rats’ teeth! One man lost already was too serious! We vaulted onto our horses and took off at the gallop, back to the road, leading Anicius’s horse and the black gelding with us.

Our party had stopped to wait for us where the road swung north. Severus, my lieutenant, had obviously given them a break, for they were huddled in small groups, some of them squatting against the sides of the wagons, getting what little shelter they could from the wind and the rain.

It didn’t take long, however, for them to realise that something had gone wrong, for they started scrambling to their feet while we were still a good hundred paces from them, and by the time we had reached them they were falling into their ranks, silent and watchful. I was giving orders before my horse stopped moving. Severus and fifty men were left to guard the wagons, alert now to the danger suddenly uncovered, and the other half of the detachment returned with me at the double towards the beach. Bassus stayed behind with the wagons and the horses.

I placed a dozen bowmen along the top of the cliff above the longboat and sent twenty-four men down to the beach to the west of the headland, warning them to go quietly, out of sight of the guards below, and to stay hidden until they heard my signal. The remaining fourteen I sent down on the blind side of the headland to block any escape from that direction. Then, when I judged the time was right, I blew one blast on my horn.

The surprise was complete. Three of the Scots, the three below the cliff, ran along the base of the cliff, out to the point of the headland. An arrow felled one of them before he had gone five paces, but the other two made it all the way to the point, where they were killed by the men I had sent there to cut them off. The three on the boat saw the odds against them, identified us as Romans and threw down their weapons. It was over that quickly.

By the time I had made my own way down to the beach, a slow and slippery progress thanks to my crippled leg and the wetness of the whole world, my men had herded the three prisoners onto the beach and tied them together. I ignored them and went straight to the boat, climbing up the rough ladder that some of my men had put in place against the side.

The boat was strong and sound, bone-dry inside, except for rain wetness. It was no Roman galley, though. In the first place, it was far too small; it was slimmer and lighter, built for speed. The booty the crew had already gathered lay in a heap in the middle, piled around the single mast. There were four casks among the pile. I ordered one of them broken open. It was full of oil. So were the others. We smashed them and fired the boat. It was tinder-dry and flamed like a torch, but oily clouds of black smoke rose high into the air. Watching it billow upwards, I realised too late that it might be seen from a long way away. If the rest of the crew were nearby, they would be coming soon, on the run.

‘Right, lads,’ I called. ‘Back up to the top! Quick as you can! Tullus, you and your mate there stay here with me. Quickly now, the rest of you! Form two ranks up there and keep your eyes open. We may have company coming.’

They were gone, already halfway up the cliff. They were well trained. Tullus and his friend stood waiting for orders, eyeing the three prisoners. I approached the Scots for the first time. They were an ill-looking trio, and they knew I held their lives in my hand. I wondered if earlier, non-Christian commanders had had to contend with conscience when dealing with prisoners, but I knew that was foolish.

If I let these men go, if there was any way I could let them go, they would terrorise the coastline for God alone knew how long. There was nothing else they could do. I had burned their boat. They had to stay. And if they stayed, and lived, they might rejoin their comrades. So, I had to keep them as prisoners, or kill them. Just like that. As a Christian, I would be doing murder by killing them. But if I spared them, I would be condoning murder, for they would kill others as surely as they breathed. They were the enemy. Invaders. Pirates. I glanced up at the cliff-top and the decurion in charge of the bowmen was looking straight into my eyes. I turned to Tullus and his friend.

‘I’ve changed my mind. Rejoin the others.’

‘But—’

‘You heard me!’

They walked away, looking back over their shoulders at the three Hibernians. I watched them reach the path on the cliff side and start to climb. I turned back to the prisoners, looking each of them in the eyes. They read my intent in my face, all at the same time, and, tied together as they were, they began to attempt a shambling run along the beach. The sound of arrows hissing and thunking into flesh was very loud. None of them made a sound. They died in silence. Two were still kicking as I cut their throats.

As I climbed slowly back up to the top, I grappled with the problem of what to do about the others. There had to be at least two dozen more men somewhere close by. If they saw the smoke from their burning boat and came running, the problem would solve itself. If they saw my train on the road, on the other hand, they would hide until we left, and then, God help any poor souls living within a few days’ march of here. I tried to tell myself that was not my business. But it was. I had made it my business by burning their damned boat. They were trapped here now. They could no longer simply sail home. I cursed the anger that had made me burn the thing before thinking it through. When I had seen that oil spilling from the broken cask, the only thing that occurred to me was that here was the means to stop these animals from sailing on to murder some other poor boy like Anicius for his clothes.

I was panting when I reached the top of the cliff. The decurion in charge of the bowmen was there waiting for me, offering his arm for the last few feet, and I was grateful.

‘Well, young fellow,’ I said after I had gasped my thanks. ‘We have a problem that’s not going to solve itself.’

‘What’s that, Commander Varrus?’

‘The others, lad, the others.’

‘You mean our men on the road?’

I looked at him, amazed that he had not caught my meaning. ‘No, lad. Not our men. The other marauders. They can’t be far away.’

‘No, Commander. Of course not.’

That was slightly better, but the baffled look in his eyes betrayed him. I shook my head.

‘Don’t humour me, boy! I know, because I looked, and you do not know, because you could not. That fire the sentries had down on the beach had not been burning long. Hardly any ashes. Which means they must have landed there early this morning. They left seven men to guard the boat, and they took off inland. It’s not noon yet. At least, I don’t think it is. So, they haven’t had time to get too far away. D’you follow me? Am I being logical?’

‘Yes, Commander, I understand.’ He did, too; his eyes had lost that baffled look.

‘Good. Walk with me to my horse and help me up. My leg’s on fire.’

As we walked to my horse I continued talking; I couldn’t remember his name and I was racking my brain trying to think of it. Not knowing his own men’s names is an unforgivable fault in a commander. Thank God I could call him ‘lad’!

‘As I see it now,’ I continued, ‘I’ve got little option as to what to do: I’ve left them none at all. They can’t sail away. So we have to find them and dispose of them, otherwise they’ll terrorise this whole damn countryside. By the way, how did you know I’d need to kill those men on the beach?’ I looked straight at him as I asked this.

He didn’t hesitate. ‘You said it yourself, Commander. Options. You were committed as soon as you sent Tullus and his brother back up to the top. You were alone. You couldn’t set them free, or even try to bring them up with you. That left three options. You were going to kill them yourself, or you were going to leave them there alive, or you were going to call on my men. Any one of the three, you needed us to back you. So we did.’

I looked at him again, conscious of a new respect for him. ‘Simple as that, eh?’

‘Yes, Commander.’ He looked surprised.

I grunted, not wanting him to know that I hadn’t really been aware of the danger I had placed myself in by dismissing Tullus and his ‘friend’, who was his brother. I kicked myself mentally for not having noticed any family resemblance.

‘Tullus’s brother, how old is he?’

‘Same age as Tullus, Commander. They’re stepbrothers.’

I grunted again, and then the decurion’s name clicked into my mind.

‘Your father, he’s married again, too, isn’t he?’

He blinked at me in surprise. ‘Yes, Commander. Last year.’

‘Aye. He’s a good man and he was a fine soldier. Did you know he was my first centurion, when I joined the legions?’

‘I know, Commander. He’s told me.’ There was pride in his voice.

We had reached my horse, and he legged me up onto its back.

‘Thanks, lad. Now!’ I sat there and marshalled my thoughts. ‘All right, first things first.’ I turned to the infantry ranked behind me. ‘I need four of you men to make a litter for young Anicius’s body there. One of your tents slung between two spears and one man on each end of each spear. You know how to do it.’ I swung back to the young decurion in charge of the bowmen. ‘I’ll need your people to remain with them, to act as escort and ensure they get back safely. Don’t dawdle, because the hostiles could be anywhere and you won’t be really safe until you’re back with the train. The rest of these men I’ll need back at the road, as quickly as we can get there.’

He saluted me and ran off, back to his bowmen. I turned my horse and signalled to the remaining infantry to move out at the double, back to the road. As I did so, the rain, which had almost stopped, returned in blowing, chilling sheets. I kicked Germanicus into a walk and watched my men jogging miserably through the bushes and long grass. God! I was getting old and careless! Here I was with a valuable train of wagons and horses, less than four days from home after four weeks away, and instead of leaving well enough alone, I had acted like a stupid, unthinking boy, burning a boat I had no need to burn and bringing upon myself and my men, some of whom must surely die because of it, the responsibility for finding and killing a mob of crazed Hibernian Scots.

Seeing the senselessness of berating myself after the fact, I asked myself instead what Caius Britannicus would have done under the same circumstances. Would he, could he, have acted differently, solving the problem more efficiently, yet none the less effectively, without endangering his men? The answer to that, I knew, was that Caius would have done just what I had done, except that, being Caius Cornelius Britannicus, he would have thought the entire exercise through, including the implications of his act, before committing either himself or his men. That forethought, his anticipation of the outcome as opposed to my belated realisation of it, would have been the only difference in our actions and I accepted the truth of that as being normal. The men of the Cornelian family, one of the Founding Families of Rome, had been bred to accept their aristocratic responsibilities – with everything that those entailed – for more than a millennium, and Caius had been trained to appreciate and exercise command responsibility since his earliest childhood. That training ensured that he brought an analytical eye to bear on everything he did, weighing each decision carefully before acting upon it.

As legate and general, strategist and tactician, I knew Britannicus would have perceived all I had perceived in this situation through different eyes, detached by his status from the personalised, individual pain of the foot-soldier. He would have considered the general welfare of his command ahead of the need to avenge one young boy.

That task completed, nevertheless, and his responsibilities accounted for and acknowledged, Britannicus the man, the soldier, friend and comrade-in-arms, would have acted as I had done, recognising the need for Draconian measures, then making his decision swiftly and in full acceptance of whatever consequences might result. That comforting realisation brought me back to myself and my circumstances.

Germanicus was ambling at a slow walk and I noticed that I was being left far behind the column, who were still doubling. I kicked him to a canter and had regained the head of the column by the time we reached the road, where Severus and his contingent stood guard around the wagons and the horses.

‘Fall in – four ranks!’ When they were assembled at attention, I stood them easy and spoke to them.

‘Is there anyone here familiar with this part of the country?’

‘Aye, Commander!’ One of the youngest soldiers raised his clenched fist.

‘How well do you know it, lad?’

‘I was born close by here, Commander.’

‘Where, exactly?’ I wished the damned rain would stop.

‘About six miles from here, Commander. My father worked on a villa in the hills, there.’ The young man, more accurately a boy, nodded to the low, rolling hills behind me.

‘Is there a town nearby?’

‘No, Commander. Just a village.’

‘How far from here?’

The boy frowned and shrugged his shoulders under his soaked cape. ‘Six, maybe seven miles, Commander.’

‘How many people?’

He shrugged again, clearly not knowing.

‘Come on, lad! How many? Guess! Twenty? Thirty? More?’

‘I don’t know, Commander. I haven’t been there in years. Perhaps thirty or forty.’

‘All farmers?’ He nodded. ‘Fine,’ I said. ‘Thank you. Can you take us there?’

‘Yes, Commander.’ His wide eyes reflected puzzlement.

I looked at the others. ‘All right, listen closely, all of you.’ I pointed back towards the beach. ‘We have just burned a galley on the beach back there. There were seven men guarding it. One of them killed Anicius, who was riding with us. He could not have known there were three of us. Young Bassus here killed him, and then we found the galley on the beach, burned it and killed the other six guards. Now!’ I paused to let my next words reverberate clearly. ‘There was room on that boat for thirty men, give or take a few. Seven of them are dead already. That leaves twenty to twenty-five hostile Hibernian Scots roaming around here, somewhere. They could only have arrived this morning. Not enough ashes in their fire for them to have been here yesterday as well.’ I paused again to let them think about that, before continuing. ‘These are not friendly people. If they have gone inland, the chances are they’ll find this village, if they didn’t go directly there in the first place. In this weather, they’ll probably stay there for shelter. D’you take my meaning?’ They did. I kept talking.

‘After they find the ashes of their boat, they are going to be very unhappy. And the Christ save anyone they meet after that. Even if they wanted to go home, they can’t. They’ll stay here, and they’ll burn, they’ll rape, and they’ll kill, and when they’ve had their bellies filled with that, they’ll stop for a while and march overland and then do it all again. They have to do that, they must. There is no other choice open to them.’

My men all looked very sober now, the discomfort of the pouring rain forgotten. I carried on.

‘If we can catch them at this village, we may be able to wipe them out before they know what’s hit them. They won’t be expecting soldiers. These people live on women, children, old men and the occasional farmer. They’re nasty animals, and they’re brave enough, but they’re not used to disciplined opposition and they have no discipline themselves. With surprise, we can sweep them up like a pile of last year’s leaves and bury them or burn them.’ I paused again before going on. ‘Of course, there is the chance that they may miss the village. Or they may have been here longer than I suspect, and the men on the beach just didn’t light a fire. They may be hardier than I take them for. In either event, however, I can’t take the chance that they won’t come back here while we’re on our way to the village, so we will leave half our force here to guard our goods. I want fifty volunteers to come with me to take them in the village.’

A hundred men stepped forward. I smiled.

‘That’s what I thought might happen. Fine! Ranks one and three, men on the left stand fast. Every second man from the left comes with me. Ranks two and four, alternate from men on the left. Wait for it!’ They swayed and held still as I continued. ‘Severus, you will remain in charge of the defences here. We have a three-hour march ahead of us. By the time we conclude our business it will be dark. We’ll head back here at first light. You will bury our young friend Anicius, and you will need a camp with a ditch and rampart. Site it carefully.’

A groan went up from the men to be left behind. I grinned at them.

‘That’s enough! The exercise will take your minds off the weather and the fun the rest of us are having, slogging across country through this long, wet grass.’ I looked around them one last time. ‘Each man in the strike force to take two days’ rations from the commissary wagon. We leave in half an hour. Fall out!’

We came in sight of the hamlet, for that’s all it was, late in the afternoon. It was obvious, even from a distance, that I had been right. A few of the buildings burned sullenly in the heavy rain, and from our viewpoint in a copse half a mile away, we could see men moving around. The marauders were still there, sheltering from the foul weather.

I planned our moves carefully and we moved in just as darkness was falling.

And so, here I was, lying on a wood-framed cot and wondering how long I’d been in this place. At least the rain had stopped. I opened my mouth to shout, but nothing came out but a croak, and suddenly I was consumed with thirst – parched like a dry leaf. I thought about trying to stand. I decided to count to ten and then make an attempt to roll onto my left side, holding my arm rigid, in the hope that I could then get my feet under me and sit up.

At ten, I discovered that I was strapped down and couldn’t move in any direction. A shadow blocked the sunlight coming through the door, and Severus entered and stood looking down at me.

‘Commander. You’re awake! How are you feeling?’

‘Awful. I itch. What are you doing here? I left you with the wagons.’

He smiled down at me. ‘Well, at least your mind’s still functioning, Commander. The wagons are safe. I brought them with me when I came.’

‘You brought them with you? When you came? I see. Well, then, if you did that, how long have we been here?’

‘Nine days, Commander.’

‘Nine days! God in heaven, man, why?’

‘Well, sir, we were afraid to move you.’

‘Then you should have left me here with a dozen men as escort and sent the others back to the Colony! Have you no damned initiative at all?’

‘Yes, Commander. Sometimes.’

‘Well, then, what in God’s name … ach!’ I realised the futility of what I was saying to him, and changed tack.

‘How many did we lose in the fight?’

‘Three killed and five wounded. Of those, one died, three are back on duty, and you’re the fifth.’

‘How many Scots?’

‘All of them. Twenty-three. We got most of them in the huts, in the first sweep, but there were nine of them who were together in the main hayloft. They were the ones who headed into the street and tried to rally the others. But they were too late. The others were already dead.’

‘So! No prisoners?’

‘None, Commander.’

‘How many villagers still alive?’

‘Most of the women. Some of the men. About twenty-eight, all together, counting women and children. Six men were away from home and came back later.’

‘How are they off for food?’

‘They’ll do, Commander. We got here before the hostiles had time to do much other than spread the women.’

‘And how many men do we have here now?’

‘Ten, Commander, counting yourself.’

‘Ten?’ I felt my face showing my shock. ‘But you said … Where are all the others?’

‘I sent them on ahead to the Colony, Commander. I didn’t want to take the chance of moving you, as I said, so I kept a few good men back to help me look out for you until you were fit enough to be moved.’

He let that lie there, and I felt the flush of colour staining my neck and cheeks. I cleared my throat and apologised.

‘I’m a fool, Severus, and I’m getting to be an old fool. I should have known you’d do the right thing. Why do I itch so much?’

He was smiling. ‘Because you’re filthy, Commander, and you need a shave.’

‘God, yes! And a steam and perfumed oils.’ I tried again to move. My arms were strapped tight to my chest. ‘Why are both my arms tied down?’

‘To stop you from thrashing around. I’ll have you released.’

‘Please do. And then get me onto a cart, and get me back to the Colony. But first, get me some water. Cold for drinking and hot for bathing!’

Two days later, we were home. Whatever it was that had weakened me had done so with absolute success. I was so helpless, so feeble, that I could not even sit propped up in the wagon. The rocking of its ordinary, plodding progress nauseated me, and my muscles, which seemed to have been transformed completely into jelly, permitted me no control over my own balance so that, even when tied into place with a rope, I flopped around like a landed fish, totally at the mercy of the bumps in the road. I was conscious of the folly of my determination to sit upright but I refused to accept it as such, and it was only with very ill grace that I finally accepted that I would have to remain supine for the entire journey back to the Villa Britannicus. From that position, flat on my back on a pile of furs in the wagon bed, I did nothing for the remainder of the journey but watch the clouds that came and went across the sky above me. It was a very real blessing to learn, eventually, that we were finally only a matter of hours, and then moments, away from the villa.

We missed Britannicus and his doctors, who were on their way to find us. They arrived back the following day to find me well on the way to restored humanity – oiled and steamed and massaged and scraped and shiny and relaxing under the pampering of my dear wife, who had betrayed only momentary consternation at my condition, before setting out immediately to rectify the matter.

Even today, writing these words after three decades of marriage to Luceiia Britannicus, I have not yet learned to be unsurprised by the ease with which she can abandon all semblance of the civilised matron, being normally the sunniest and most placid of souls, and revert to the implacable savagery of the threatened matriarch. From soldier and smith, I have evolved over those years into scribe and thinker, and for all that time I would have said, ‘Beware my wrath!’ to anyone who thought to menace me or mine in any way. Nowadays, however, I see the folly in that. The strongest and most minatory words I could have uttered would have been, ‘Beware my wife!’

On this occasion, seeing me borne supine into the villa grounds, she came sweeping from the house like a late autumn wind, the strength of her arrival whipping the air from mouths that might have uttered words, and leaving the would-be speakers gulping for breath as she belaboured them and buffeted about their ears. Within moments, I had been lifted from the cart and was being carried deep into the house, to where a makeshift couch was already being prepared for me amid the bustle of scurrying bodies building high fires in imported braziers and spreading rolls of cloth along walls and doorways to block out draughts. In vain I sought to protest that I was already on the mend. I was ignored and then deposited where my wife wished me placed, close to the fires. While people stripped me of the filthy clothes I wore, others brought steaming water to a metal tub that had appeared close by my couch, and as they lowered me into the makeshift bath, I was aware of my wife’s disapproving eyes and downturned mouth as she surveyed the condition I was in. But having learned, even in those ‘early’ days, the uselessness of protest in such cases, I gave up and surrendered myself to the almost orgasmic pleasure of the hot, artificially perfumed waters that engulfed me.

Later still, when I was once again in bed, warm, clean and pleasantly aware of the sleep that must overwhelm me presently, my filthy bandages all soaked and peeled away to be replaced with new, crisp, tightly bound white promises of health, I found myself so glad to be safely home that I took no offence when Luceiia, looking down at me once more, her eyes now filled with reassured confidence and love, shook her head and murmured something about my being too old for such adventures. The time had come, she said, for other, younger men to adopt the risks I had always assumed to life and limb. My place henceforth should be at home, here in the Colony, where my skills and abilities, and their value to the community, would not be hazarded. Youth, and its impulsive tendencies towards risk and danger, now lay behind me. In my haze-filled mind, I recalled that I had said much the same thing to myself, mere days before, in contemplating battle, and yet I felt I should protest her utterance of them. I knew I should, but I had not the strength and, at that precise time, I lacked the will. We were alone, finally, I knew, the others, servitors and friends and well-wishers, all gone. Luceiia lowered herself gently to the edge of my cot and kissed me, tenderly, her lips imprinting themselves on cheeks and nose, eyes and forehead, and her fingertips tracing the outlines of my face. Her gentleness transported me into oblivion.


II

When I awoke the next day, I had begun to feel more like my normal self. I drank some hot, spicy broth for breakfast, and by noon I was beginning to feel hungry. By supper time, I was ravenous and had a large piece of bread and a small piece of meat with my broth, although Luceiia felt that I might be premature in tackling solid food after having not eaten for so long during my illness. I managed to keep it down, however, and from that moment on my recovery was rapid. The pneumonia that afflicted me had no doubt run its natural course, but I felt, and told my wife so, that it was put to flight by the pleasure of being back in my own home with my loved ones.

By the third day after my return home I was up, out of bed and walking for short distances. I had lost a shocking amount of weight, considering the short duration of my illness, and most of it was muscle. I was astonished to find myself as weak as a baby, and disgruntled when my physician pointed out that this was an inevitable demonstration of middle age. Luceiia fussed around me like a broody hen, of course, although I never saw a hen so beautiful, and kept close watch on me at all times, insisting that I spend most of my out-of-bed time sitting in a comfortable chair, well wrapped in blankets and close to a portable brazier containing a glowing fire made from my own charcoal, which threw out a highly gratifying amount of heat.

I was sitting thus across from Caius several days later, reading something of which I have absolutely no recollection. I know it was a book, but that is all I know because I do not think I ever read another word of it after Caius looked up and said, ‘Oh, I know what I forgot to tell you before you left on your last trip.’

I shifted position, seeking a shred more comfort and tugging at the edge of my blanket in a futile attempt to pull some more of it loose from beneath me. It was effort wasted and I gave up in ill-tempered disgust, some of which may have crept into my tone as I said, in response to Caius’s overture, ‘What?’

He caught the ungracious inflection and looked at me in surprise, obviously wondering what he had said to cause such a snappish reaction, while his patrician eyebrow arched so high that the skin of his forehead wrinkled above his right eye. I felt rather foolish.

‘Pardon me, Cay,’ I said. ‘I did not intend to sound so ungracious. The tone of voice was not for you; it was merely frustration.’

‘Frustration?’ The eyebrow did not descend. ‘Over what?’

I had to laugh, at my own childish anger and at his expression. ‘At this damned blanket. I’m sitting on it and I want to release some more of it from beneath me to wrap around my shoulders, but I can’t pull it free and I can’t stand up, because of the way Luceiia has it wrapped around me.’

He was on his feet instantly, leaning towards me, hands outstretched to help me to my feet. Once I was standing, it became a relatively simple matter to shake the folds of the blanket loose and rearrange them the way I wanted them. When everything was absolutely proper and correct, we sat down again.

‘So,’ I said, ‘what was it?’

‘What was what?’

‘What was it you forgot to tell me before I left to get the iron?’

He had lost interest in what he had been going to say and was looking at his text again, clearly desirous of resuming his study. ‘Oh, that.’ His voice reflected his waning interest. ‘It was nothing important, merely of passing interest. I received a letter from Marcellus Prello, a friend of mine in Gaul. Thank God there are still a few imperial mail ships getting through. Anyway, he wrote that he had been in Rome a few months earlier and had seen your old nemesis Claudius Seneca in the street. You don’t know him, but Marcellus was one of the friends I asked for information on Seneca shortly after you first arrived here … How long ago would that have been?’ The question was rhetorical, because he was already computing his own answer. ‘Great heavens, Publius, do you know you have been living here for more than ten years?’

I nodded. ‘Yes, I know. I’ve been married to your sister for almost eleven. But your friend was mistaken.’

Caius’s brow creased slightly. ‘What do you mean?’

I shrugged. ‘Simply what I said. Your friend must have been mistaken. He could not have seen Claudius Seneca.’

He laughed. ‘Don’t be silly, of course he could. He was in Rome, Publius.’

I shook my head again. ‘No. It wasn’t him. It might have been a Seneca – you’ve told me they’re a prolife crowd. But it certainly was not Claudius.’

Even as I said the words I regretted them. Caius was astonished by my reaction to a very casual statement, and I realised that I had committed a tactical error. I should simply have accepted his remark and said nothing. I held only one secret from him in the world, about this very thing. Now he came after me, his curiosity fully alerted.

‘You sound absolutely convinced of that, Publius. How can you be so certain?’ He paused, but not for long enough to permit me to frame a response before he continued, an edge of suspicion in his voice. ‘Since when do you keep yourself so minutely informed of the whereabouts and activities of Claudius Seneca?’

‘I don’t,’ I said, stubbornly. ‘I simply happen to know your friend was wrong. He made an error in identification. That’s all.’

A small frown ticked between the Britannican brows. ‘But how can you know that, Publius? Do you know for certain that Claudius Seneca was not in Rome at the time in question?’

A loud voice in my head was screaming at me to be careful in what I said. I decided to brazen it out. ‘Yes,’ I said, regretting more than ever having responded to Caius’s initial comment at all.

He almost leaped on my answer, practically hectoring me. ‘I see. Then where was he, Publius? And when was the time in question? When was Marcellus Prello in Rome?’

Flustered, and beginning to feel a stirring of panic at being caught in a lie, I looked away, into the depths of the brazier beside me, unwilling to let him see my thoughts reflected in my eyes. He kept after me.

‘Publius? Did you hear me?’

‘I heard you. You are determined to have an answer from me, aren’t you? Why? Why is this so important, Cay?’

My question took him by surprise; his face registered astonishment and disbelief that I would have to ask such a question. When he answered, the tone of his voice was that of a teacher explaining something self-evident to a struggling student.

‘It is important precisely because of what you said, and the fact that you said it. I know you, Publius Varrus. You are not a devious man. I also know how you used to feel about Claudius Seneca, and you have not mentioned his name in years. Now, I bring his name up casually, mentioning that someone has seen the fellow somewhere, and your denial of the mere possibility of such a thing happening is immediate and absolute. Something strikes me as being wrong here, and, as an old campaigner, I have learned to trust my instincts in such matters.’

I sighed and capitulated. ‘Very well, Cay, I’ll tell you my secret. Your friend could not have seen Claudius Seneca because Claudius Seneca is dead.’

Now it was Caius’s turn to stare wordlessly at me and then into the fire. He cupped his chin in one hand, kneading the flesh of his cheek reflectively with the tip of his forefinger. When he did speak his voice was almost without inflection.

‘Dead, you say? I can only assume you are convinced of the truth of that. You are sure of it, are you not?’

I nodded. ‘Yes, sure as I can be.’

‘And how sure is that?’

‘Completely, beyond the shadow of a doubt.’

‘How? Who told you? And how can you be so certain it is true?’

‘No one told me, Cay. I know because I killed him.’

Caius sucked in his breath, stood up, turned on his heel and walked away from me, so that his voice drifted back to me over his shoulder.

‘When?’

‘Five years ago, just at the time we made the alliance with Ullic and his Celts and the word arrived that Theodosius had defeated and executed Magnus Maximus.’

He turned back towards me and stood looking at me from the other side of the room. ‘Five years ago? And you said nothing? Why? How did you kill him? And when? You have never been away from the Colony for any great length of time, and Seneca has never been close to the Colony. Such a killing would require either careful advance planning and an absence that would require some kind of explanation, or the exact opposite, a sudden and explosive confrontation. I will not even entertain the idea that you could murder him from concealment. I am sure you allowed him an honourable death, in spite of the fact that in your eyes he had forfeited all claim to honour … But I have to ask myself how you could have managed his death without either Luceiia or myself noticing anything, and why you would have said nothing to either of us in all that time?’

I nodded, admitting the truth of what he said and acknowledging all of the commentary that he intended with his words. ‘After I had done it, I decided to tell no one,’ I said, clearing my throat in mid-sentence. ‘I decided the less said, the better, and I did not want to endanger you or Luceiia with knowledge of what I had done, even though—’ I held up my hand, palm outward, to silence him before he could interrupt me, ‘—even though I was convinced that what I had done was correct and honourable and I had no thought of having done anything shameful. I had served as an instrument of justice, I believed, but I had no wish to boast of it.’

‘I see.’ Caius came back and sat down again in the chair opposite me. ‘You had better tell me everything that happened that day, Publius. Think carefully and leave nothing out. Assume that I know absolutely nothing of what you are going to tell me. Pretend I have never even heard of Seneca. This could be extremely important.’

Impressed by his obvious sincerity and concern, I sat silent for a while, collecting my thoughts before beginning a none-too-brief narrative, telling him everything I could remember of the events leading up to and surrounding the death of Claudius Seneca. I had engineered Seneca’s death myself, confronting him and killing him with savage satisfaction for his past deeds and the deaths of two of my closest friends.

I started with the original meeting – and the first fight – between myself and Seneca, almost fifteen years earlier, when I had been in the company of my good friend Plautus, then senior centurion of the garrison at Colchester, and ended with the final confrontation, in which I had forced Seneca to sign a parchment scroll admitting to his crimes and then given him a sword with which to kill me if he could. He failed. I stabbed him a mortal blow, left his confession where it could not fail to be found and departed the scene prior to the arrival of the military search party already summoned by one of my men.

As I told my long and unpleasant tale, Caius sat silently, staring into the coals. Not once did he raise his eyes to look at me. When I finished talking, the silence between us grew and stretched. The charcoal cracked and settled with a soft crunching sound and a puff of smoke and light ash. Finally he stirred and looked at me, heaving a great sigh and expelling it through pursed lips.

‘And you never said a word, in all this time.’

I shrugged my shoulders. ‘As I told you, I saw no advantage to you in knowing anything about it. I wasn’t proud of it.’

‘I believe you, but were you satisfied with your vengeance?’

Again I gave a slight shrug. ‘I really don’t know. I drew no pleasure from it, that much I can say with certainty.’

‘But you are sure you killed him.’

‘Of course I am! What kind of question is that? I don’t kill many people. When I do, I’m usually aware of what I’m doing!’

He shook his head, a tightly controlled flick of annoyance. ‘I didn’t mean that. What I meant was, are you sure he was dead when you left him?’

‘As sure as I am that you’re alive. I held the whoreson upright at arm’s length, skewered on the end of my sword, and felt the life go out of him. I wanted to cut off his head – to execute him formally, I suppose – but I was too disgusted, so I just left him lying there. But he was dead, Caius.’

‘Mmm … And you left the signed confession right there?’

‘Right there. Tucked beneath his arm.’

‘And you never heard about anything coming of what you had done?’

‘No. Nothing.’

‘Did you not find that curious, or strange?’

‘No, why should I? I knew what I knew. I knew what I had done, and I knew what must have happened once he was found. His family would have been informed of his disgrace and taken measures to ensure that the truth did not become widely known. They would have bought silence at whatever cost to protect themselves and their family name.’

‘You expected that? So you had no interest in establishing public disgrace?’

‘No, none at all. What purpose would that have served? I merely wished him dead and his perfidy established and acknowledged among those who knew what was involved.’

‘Hmmm!’ Caius rose to his feet and shook out the folds of the robe he was wearing, a draped garment cut and tailored to resemble the classical toga, but much lighter and more practical, opening down the front from neck to ankle, fastened with a series of small hooks and girdled with a belt of supple leather. He remained standing, bent forward and looking down towards his feet as he carefully readjusted the cloth and refastened the leather belt about his waist. I knew he was thinking deeply, using the activity as a mask for his deliberations. He was satisfied with his efforts, eventually, and turned towards the brazier, holding his hands out, absent-mindedly, towards the dwindling heat from the coals. I waited for him to speak, and at length he asked me a surprising question.

‘Publius, do you remember our conversation on the first occasion that we met, that night in the desert in Africa?’

‘Yes, I do. We spoke of many things that night.’

‘We did, and among them one thing that I had no wish to know of, at first. Do you recall?’

I smiled at him. ‘Clearly. The matter of the favour I had done for my commanding legate, the favour that earned me – how did you put it? – intercontinental and inter-legion transfer. You thought at first I had been involved in some kind of extra-legal chicanery.’

‘But I was wrong. You had been rewarded merely for “straightening out” your commander’s errant son. Young Seneca. What was his name?’

‘The boy? Jacobus. I called him Jacob.’

‘Jacobus. That was my brother’s name. What happened to him after you left, do you know?’

I shook my head. ‘I have no idea. I have not given him a thought since that night we talked of him. He was only the least of the Senecas. I presume he grew up and became a tribune; he had the makings of a fine officer, in spite of his family name. You will bear in mind that, in those days, I had no thought of Senecas as being different from anybody else.’

‘I remember.’ He heaved a deep, weary sigh. ‘We all learn through living.’

The pause that followed was so long that I thought he had finished speaking, but just as I opened my lips to speak again, he resumed. ‘What would you say if I were to tell you he came to Britain?’

It was my turn to frown now, wondering what my friend was leading up to. ‘Jacob? I’d be surprised.’

‘How so? Surprised that I would be aware of such a thing?’

I hesitated, considering my answer carefully before I put it into words, for I was surprised to feel myself growing angry. The truth was that I knew Britannicus was as alert to the doings of the Senecas – all of them – as a barefoot man in desert scrub is wary of snakes and scorpions. His vigilance in that regard was all-encompassing, born of long years of personal enmity and generations of hatred and bloodshed between his House and theirs.

‘No,’ I responded finally, ‘surprised that you would be aware of such a thing and not have told me.’

He answered me with a smile. ‘Even if I thought the knowledge might be both unwelcome to you and unnecessary?’

‘How could you assume it might be unwelcome, Caius? He and I were friends, once. But did he, in fact, come back?’

‘Yes, Publius, he did. He arrived with the army Theodosius sent to restore order after the rebellion of Magnus Maximus.’ There was no trace of a smile on Cay’s face now. ‘He is now deputy commander of the garrison at Venta Belgarum – I have been keeping an eye on him, as you can see. He is a Seneca, after all. Jacobus started out here in Britain as a squadron commander at Aquae Sulis, and among his first duties was the task of responding to a mysterious summons concerning the missing Procurator of South Britain.’

‘What?’ I felt the blood draining from my cheeks, and a roaring noise began building up in my ears. ‘Jacob? A Seneca found Seneca? How do you know this? And why wouldn’t you tell me before now?’

He held up his hand to silence me. ‘I would have told you immediately, had there been any substance to the story I heard, but there was none. The details came to me in a letter from a friend in Glevum, Decius Lepido. Did you ever meet him?’ I shook my head and he continued. ‘Well, anyway, he is now chairbound, like most ageing soldiers, near retirement and confined to administrative duties. According to Lepido, the event was a false alarm. A mysterious message came to the garrison commander at Aquae, informing him that the body of the missing Procurator, Claudius Seneca, could be found in a specific place, indicated on a hand-drawn map. A search party was sent out immediately, but all they found was the place and three bodies, one of them still alive, none of them the missing Procurator. The official report of the matter crossed Lepido’s desk the following month. He told me about it in his next letter, several months after that, and the only reason he mentioned it at all was that the leader of the search party was Jacobus Seneca, the Procurator’s nephew. He said it reminded him of the old saying about setting a thief to catch a thief.’ He paused again.

‘I remember thinking at the time that you might be interested in the reappearance of your young charge from Africa, quite apart from the news of Seneca himself, but you were away on one of your journeys when the letter arrived and it was hardly a major piece of important news. By the time you came back I had forgotten about it. When I did think about it again, much later, it no longer seemed worth mentioning. You had apparently forgotten all about the Seneca clan, and I thought it better to let sleeping dogs lie. So I said nothing. I can see now I was wrong.’

I had listened to the last part of his explanation without really absorbing it. My mind was filled with the import of what he had said before that: ‘Three bodies, one of them still alive, none of them the missing Procurator.’

‘But that’s impossible!’ My voice was choked with phlegm. Caius raised an eyebrow at me, saying nothing. I cleared my throat and began again. ‘You said … your friend said, in his version of the story, that none of the three men was Seneca.’ Caius waited for me to continue. ‘But that’s not true. He must have been mistaken.’

Caius shook his head briefly. ‘No. He was quoting from the official report, Publius. Lepido would make no mistake about that. An official report is, ipso facto, the formal truth.’

‘There were three dead men in that clearing, Cay. None was alive.’ Another thought occurred to me. ‘What about the confession? Did he have anything to say about that?’

‘What confession? The official report made no mention of any confession.’

‘I left it under the swine’s arm!’

‘I believe you. But, officially, no confession exists, or ever did.’

Unable to sit still any longer, seething with baffled anger, I sprang to my feet and began pacing the room, kneading my right fist in my left. Caius turned to follow me with his eyes, saying nothing, allowing me to follow the chaotic surging of my thoughts. Finally I stopped pacing and faced him again.

‘Jacob grew to be a Seneca, after all.’ Cay’s only response was to raise his eyebrow in that old, sardonic mannerism of his, and I continued. ‘I thought he was different … thought he had the makings of a decent man … but he’s just as warped and evil as the rest of his brood. He found the body, suppressed the confession and covered the whole thing up. But how? How could he have concealed Seneca’s identity? That doesn’t make sense.’

Caius ran his hand over his short, iron-grey hair from crown to forehead, pressing it down onto his brow with spread fingers as he sighed again. ‘But it does. It does, Publius. Think about it, and remember the people with whom we are dealing. Magnus’s rebellion was over. New troops everywhere, all of undoubted loyalty to Theodosius, and all from overseas. Probably not one soul in the new garrison at Aquae Sulis had ever set eyes on Claudius Seneca, so when the man’s own nephew denied that this was his uncle, who would contradict him? Officially, Jacobus Seneca brought back a nameless survivor who—’

‘Impossible! I’ve told you, Cay, there were no survivors, other than me.’

He stared at me. ‘Then why go to all the trouble of denying the identity of the corpse?’

‘What d’you mean? To protect the swine’s reputation, of course.’

‘Against what, Publius? All Jacob had to do was destroy the written confession, and Seneca was blameless. It would then have been a tragic end to a heroic figure: the noble Procurator, murdered by his abductors after a titanic struggle in an attempt to escape. That would have ended the mystery surrounding his disappearance very neatly, from everyone’s viewpoint except yours.’

‘Damnation, that’s not good enough, Cay.’ I was digging my heels in, mentally, knowing I was right. ‘There has to be another explanation. That whoreson was dead when I walked away from him, I swear it.’

Caius shook his head slowly, unwilling to accede the point. ‘Then what other possible explanation could there be, Publius?’

I slammed my clenched fist into my palm. ‘I don’t know, I don’t know. But there has to be something, something devious and serpentine and reptilian. Something that would occur only to a damned Seneca, and we’re missing it!’

Caius arrived at a decision. I saw it happen in his eyes, and then he snapped his head downward in a short, decisive nod.

‘Very well, I’ll grant that you may be correct, on the reptilian grounds alone. And we are not exactly devoid of resources in this. The truth is verifiable, although not immediately. I shall write to my friend Marcellus Prello again tonight and ask him to be more specific regarding this alleged sighting of Claudius Seneca in Rome. It may take a month or more to hear whether or not he has anything to add to his original report, but at least we’ll know then, with some degree of certainty, if Prello spoke with conviction in his last letter, or if he was merely gossiping.’

I felt better already. ‘Fine. So be it! But he’s dead, Cay, and your friend Prello made an error of identification. I would wager on that. I don’t know what motivated Jacob Seneca to do what he did in concealing the death of his unspeakable uncle, but I do know he did it. Claudius Seneca, may he be cursed anew by the ancient God of the Hebrews, is dead and burning in a firepit in Hades.’

There was nothing more to be said at that time, I felt, but in spite of my surge of confidence, my peace of mind had been shattered for that day, and I ended up sleeping most of the afternoon away, lulled by a draught concocted for me by Caius’s physician.

Within a matter of a few more days, however, a series of events was to occur that would drive all memory and all consciousness of Claudius Seneca from my mind.


III

There is a beast in every man who breathes, a beast that is born in him and lives within him all his life, in a constant struggle for dominance over what he would prefer to think of as his ‘better self.’ I say that with complete conviction because I have had to come to terms with my own personal beast, and it now lies dormant inside me; dormant, but far from dead. It stirs, occasionally, reminding me of its presence, of its poison.

My beast’s chains are strong – as strong as I, a maker of iron chains, could make them. I know to my own cost, nevertheless, that they are frighteningly fragile.

I have not always known such things, for it is not in my nature to dwell for any length of time on matters I cannot pick up and either bend or straighten with a hammer. I learned of the reality of man’s inner beast only when I was a man full-grown myself, and I learned of it from my friend Bishop Alaric, after he and I had seen at first hand the depredations of one sad man’s beast, which had caused him to run amok among his friends and neighbours, crippling and maiming before he could be overpowered. Alaric said at the time that the man, whom we both knew, had been ‘possessed by the beast’. Hearing these words from Alaric, a man of God, I assumed he meant the beast, the Devil, and I said so. Alaric, however, quickly brought me to order on my misunderstanding.

It is too easy, he told me, with that simplicity of speech I so admired in him, to blame all our human griefs and ills on Lucifer. In doing so, he said, we can evade responsibility for our own actions, whereas the fault, in truth, is attributable to a lesser, more human beast that alternates constantly between lying dormant or raging savagely within each of us, male and female. The degree to which each of us subjugates our personal beast dictates the goodness, or the greatness, we achieve in this life.

This was a new notion for me, a disturbing, discomforting idea with which, I must confess, I did not rush to wrestle. But at that time I had not yet truly encountered my own beast and, try as I would, the closest I could come to seeing it then, or even sensing its presence within me, was in my own cold enjoyment of the kill, in war, I knew what that did to me – the feral enjoyment of battle and the sick revulsion that followed. But that was no beast, I reasoned; it was mere guilt.

Many years later, under the threat of rain, late on a cloudy summer afternoon that was dark with flies and heavy with omens, I was to recall that occasion, and that discussion, very clearly, as I gazed, horror-stricken, at the signs of the victory of one more man’s beast and recognised fully the hideous visage of my own.

Approaching this episode again has placed demands on me that are new and worrisome, because I must now write about the beast in man, and of the beast in me. I fear and loathe the task, but my course is clear: I may not deal in other people’s faults unless I first lay bare, in full confession and acknowledgement, my own gross flaws. And so I must deal here with my friend Domitius Titens, and with the treachery I dealt him for his friendship.

Domitius Titens was our neighbour, the great-great-grandson, like Caius Britannicus, of one of the original villa builders in the region that we developed as our Colony. He was also my friend and an avid student of ironcraft. He would never have made a weapons-smith, but he learned quickly the artistic sleight of hand required to twist wrought iron into lovely, strong and decorative shapes.

He had been in the legions at the same time as Cay and me, and most of his soldiering had been done in the eastern marches of the Empire. He had served for years in Asia Minor and had ended up in Constantinople, at the Imperial Court, where he met and wed his red-haired consort, Cylla, bringing her back to his huge estates in Britain when his tour of duty ended.

Cylla Titens was, for a very long time, a part of my life that I could never bring myself to come to grips with. In the beginning, I thought of her as ‘Scylla’, and imagined her to possess all the attributes of that mythological monster. She made my life a misery over a period of years, but I could never hold her wholly to blame for it. The fault was mine; Cylla was merely herself. Whatever power, for good or evil, she ever held over me she possessed only because I gave it to her, and it was that gift that rendered me incapable of dealing with her satisfactorily. She exercised a dark power with the dedication of a despot, and I was never able to break her hold.

Cylla and I never lay with each other. Never. Had I lain even once with Cylla Titens, I would have forfeited my wife and my honour, in my own mind, forever. I can state with certainty that Luceiia would have forgiven me had I strayed, because she told me so and I know she spoke the truth. But I could never have forgiven myself for such an atrocity.

Cylla Titens was everything I mistrusted and disliked in a woman, all smoothly disguised in the shape of what every normal man admires.

Cylla fascinated me. She was beautiful, with that headlong, dedicated devotion to her own beauty that left no room in her life for anyone or anything else of importance. Her body was her temple, and she worked long and hard to keep it long and hard. Beauty was life’s blood to Cylla, and she was entirely taken up with protecting it. She never sat or walked in the sun, because she believed it dried and wrinkled her skin. And there was never any mention of Cylla and children in the same breath. Her self was the only thing she was true to, and she was determinedly dedicated to that.

I knew how faithless Cylla was; I had reason to. And she knew I thought her a shameless wanton. She never made any attempt to qualify the accuracy or the validity of my opinion. She did not feel she needed to. I lusted after her and she encouraged my lust, deliberately baiting the beast in me, drawing it ever closer to the surface with my own tacit consent.

There is a perversity in me that enjoyed the experience thoroughly, tormenting though it was, and the memory of some occasions that we shared can still choke me with desire from time to time, even though almost twenty years have gone by since I last saw her. The woman was temptation personified, and every blandishment she offered contained a challenge, I thought, to my ultimate moral strength. That, at least, is what I used to tell myself. In my arrogance, I deluded myself that I was ultimately invulnerable to her attractions, but there was always the chance that I would succumb.

Our perverse relationship was a secret between the two of us – guilty on my part, blatant and sexually self-stimulating on Cylla’s. Between the two of us there were no pretences. Cylla’s motivations were hers alone, as was the undeniable satisfaction she derived from the entire situation. My own were equally private. We never discussed them, save in the broadest, coarsest terms, in whatever space of time each particular set of circumstances permitted. We would talk then, mostly in whispers, and Cylla would act – perform, I suppose, would be the most appropriate word. I did nothing on these occasions but look and react in tense self-containment that was sometimes agonising. We conducted our association with these constraints because they were within my control, and they were within my control because I dictated the opening rules of what was to become an elaborate and long-extended game.

It began when we first met, my first night in the Villa Britannicus, when I had just met and fallen in love with Luceiia. Cylla climbed into my bed that night and woke me from an erotic dream. Had Luceiia not come to my immediate rescue, knowing Cylla and what she was likely to do, I would have had Cylla Titens there and then, uncaring who she was. But nothing happened. Luceiia nipped that blossom before it could even bud, and I did not see Cylla again for almost a year.

When we did meet again, it was at a gathering of friends, a thanksgiving celebration for a full harvest. Again Cylla let me know, without words, that she considered me a potential and soon-to-be-possessed bedmate. I avoided her designs on that occasion, and for a long time afterwards, by the simple expedient of never permitting myself to be alone with her. And so we continued for another year and more, with the four of us, Luceiia and myself and Cylla and her husband Domitius, whom she called Dom, reunited at least five times at similar gatherings.

Let it be understood here that Cylla Titens was, as I have already said, more than simply attractive. She was wondrous to behold from a distance and she radiated an aura of sexual availability that every man in every gathering was aware of and responded to, with the singular exception of Domitius, her husband.

It was only on closer association with her that her unattractive elements became apparent, and it may be that many of those affected me alone; there were many men who seemed oblivious to her faults, focusing only on the sweet honey distilled between her thighs. She had, for one thing, a discordant voice. As long as she spoke quietly, it was not too difficult to listen to, but when she became animated, Cylla’s voice developed a shrillness, a shrewish quality, that was most unpleasant. Unpleasant, too, was her attitude in dealing with or discussing people, events and topics that were not directly concerned with benefit to her. She could be, and was, more often than not, waspish, disparaging, disagreeable and condemnatory on everything she turned her tongue to, whether or not she knew what she was talking about. Cylla invariably declaimed her viewpoints, assuming an authority that was seldom justifiable. In short, her personality was markedly obnoxious, and I preferred to keep my distance from her.

Domitius, on the other hand, was literally besotted with his wife. He worshipped the ground she trod, and his worship could never allow him to consider that she might be less than perfect. He was a devout Christian, absolutely devoid of malice or mistrust, and his charity was endless. He was fully aware of his wife’s vanity, her exclusive preoccupation with herself and her appearance and her outrageous expenditures to maintain all of these. None of this perturbed him. He laughed at all of it and considered himself blessed in being able to provide for all of her needs. Fortunately for Cylla, he also accepted as a part of life and happiness that his wife had to spend at least one week out of three taking the waters of the baths at Aquae Sulis. From time to time, to Cylla’s great but unspoken annoyance, he would accompany her. Most of the time, however, Domitius was content to remain at home, running his estates, pursuing his own particular pastimes and leaving his beloved wife to her own reasonably discreet pleasures.

It was in the springtime of my third year at the Villa Britannicus, when we were taking the first cautious, exploratory steps towards establishing our Colony, that Domitius Titens visited my forge one day and became enthusiastically caught up in what I was doing.

He came by, originally, to discuss some family matter with Caius, and visited me in my smithy purely out of courtesy, to pass the time of day. He asked me what I was working on and I showed him, and then he asked more and more questions, showing genuine interest. I responded with enthusiasm, as any craftsman will, and the unforeseen result was that I acquired, in the space of one brief afternoon, a wealthy, dedicated apprentice who laughed at the soot on his snowy robes.

I have often wondered since how things would have differed in our Colony had I merely responded pleasantly that day and pleaded pressure of work to avoid his questions and be rid of him. But of course, recrimination is fruitless.

In any event; Dom had his own smithy set up and operating on his villa in a matter of months. It is not important that he never did become a good smith – it was strictly a pastime for him; what is important is that he gained years of great pleasure from the craft, he and I became close friends, and I started to spend time at his home, thereby falling into the bizarre, grotesque pattern of activities that was Cylla’s game.

I think of it always as Cylla’s game, even though I was as active a player as she in many respects. I can recollect with accuracy how the overt moves of the game developed, but the preliminary manoeuvres, and the evaluations that accompanied them, were Cylla’s alone; I was totally unaware of them. From the outset, long before I knew there was a game, I was adamant that Cylla would never isolate me; there would always be someone nearby, someone within hearing distance. Cylla accepted this basic rule very quickly, and accepted also the corollary that I had not yet recognised: that no matter who might be around us, there would always be intervals, no matter how brief, when she and I would be together unobserved. It was on that acceptance that she built her strategy, and on that premise she moved her pieces with mounting authority, learning quickly what I would tolerate from her and what I would not. As things transpired, there was nothing, under the strict rules of the game, that I would not tolerate.

Cylla set out to make herself attractive to me – personably, intimately, hospitably attractive. And, in spite of my obvious disapproval of her, she was successful. There is no need to describe most of the things she did; they are contained in the armoury of every woman who takes aim at a man, and every adult is familiar with them. But Cylla handled these weapons with extra subtlety, sharpening them into instruments of incredible potency, and eventually stabbing deeply and accurately with them at the most outlandish times and with outrageous effrontery. Anyone watching would have said that she ignored me completely most of the time, yet when she did address me she was invariably pleasant, courteous and hospitable. Never a glimpse of the shrew for Publius Varrus! No one could ever have suspected that any bond, or any attraction, existed between the two of us.
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1. Manx (Isle of Man)
2. Eboracum (York)
3. Mamucium (Manchester)
4. Lindum (Lincoln)
5. Camulodunum (Colchester)
6. Verulamium (St Albans)
7. Londinium (London)
8. Durovernum (Canterbury)
9. Regulbium (Reculver)
10. Rutupiae (Richborough)
11. Dubris (Dover)
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12. Anderita (Pevensey)
13. Noviomagus (Chichester)
14. Venta Belgarum (Winchester)
15. Sorviodunum (OId Sarum)
16. Durnovaria (Dorchester)
17. Isca Dumnoniorum (Exeter)
18. Lindinis (Tlchester)
19. Camulod (Camelor)
20. Aquae Sulis (Bath)
21. Glevum (Gloucester)
22. Dolocauthi (Welsh Gold Mines)
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