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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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In the distance Marcus glimpsed the rebel British queen. She was careering about in her wicker chariot and screeching like a harpy, by the looks of it. Bloody Boudicca, butcher of Camulo-dunum colony and defenceless Londinium and Verulamium – strapping and big-boned, in a tunic of mixed colours and a sleeveless cloak. Her long tawny red hair flew loose.


Sweat stung Marcus’s eyes. Now you see Boudicca, now you don’t. He slammed his shield against another raving moustached long-haired blue-daubed lout. The Brit simply had no place to swing his unwieldy sword. Marcus stabbed his own gladius into the fellow’s bare belly just above the trouser line.


As the Brit doubled over, Marcus thumped the bowed head with his shield. The man toppled. Don’t let the routine become so automatic that you’re unready for novelty. The cacophony of war-cries and screams swamped any additional noise from the fallen Brit. Legionaries, advancing ever deeper in wedge formation, were certainly not wasting any breath. Slam, stab, slam, stab.


Those Brit charioteers would soon have no room for manoeuvre. Gallop headlong, dismount and wade in, then rush somewhere else: that was the idea of tactics among the barbarian nobs. Gradually, tens of thousands of armed farmers were being pushed back towards the great barrier of booty wagons. The chariots would be caught in the squeeze.


Hundreds of stupid wagons, crowded with families. Wives and kids were goggling at what they had expected would be another fine slaughter to be followed by burnings alive and impalings and plenty of severed heads to embalm in cedar-oil. That barricade would be the death of the Brits.


Suetonius Paullinus had chosen a fine site. Top end of a tapering valley. Thickly wooded to the rear and sides so that there would be no surprises. Simply stand still. Wait for the horde to crush forward pell-mell with all their best bronze shields to the fore. Hurl your first javelin. Then hurl your second javelin.


Bendy iron to hook through the shield; shaft to drag it down. Lots of those flamboyant Brit shields had sprouted long rudders. Just try using a shield with a javelin stuck in it. Bye-bye, shield.


Up swords, and out. Wade forward, wedge-formation, into the bare human sea. Slam, stab. That’s how it had been, just as per drill.


Blood slicked the grass under Marcus’s iron-shod sandals. A couple of casualties among his own men had been due to them slipping, exposing themselves to a wild swipe from a frenzied Brit. The air stank of sweat and voided bowels. Flies and midges swarmed.


Blood spattered his cuirass, which had shone so brightly a few hours earlier. Like most sensible centurions, for combat he had swapped his jerkin of fine mail with its discs of honour for the segmented laced-up metal lorica of an ordinary soldier. Of course, the white crest on his helmet still identified him.


‘If I die,’ he had prayed, earlier on, to kindly Isis in her aspect of queen of wait, ‘may I live once more in another world’


It looked as though he would continue living in this world for a few years longer.


His own prayer, while they had waited, had been silent. Some of the lads had called out their appeals to the Mars of Vengeance or to manly Mithras. If Nipius or Flavius came through the day alive and uninjured, they would dedicate an altar.


Marcus had hushed those chaps, his word like a flick from the swagger-stick. It was important to remain utterly impassive and contemptuous.


It seemed hours now since they had first stood waiting in perfect formation. Thankfully the sky continued to be overcast, no sun shining through.


And by now Marcus was very unlikely to die. Not so the native rebels. For those teeming thousands, extinction was certain. For their wives, for their brats, for their draught-oxen too.


Serve them bloody well right. With the torching of the civilized towns, Marcus’s hopes had gone up in smoke. Retire at last; collect bonus and land-grant; settle down with Corellia that had been his dream. Now he would be camping under goat leather for a few more years.


Mad barbaric bastards.


Arguably, there had been some heavy-handedness on the part of Rome. Native chiefs had not realized that loans are repayable with interest. Colonists got greedy. The king of the Iceni imagined that he had taken out insurance by willing half of his cash to Nero, but as soon as Boudicca’s husband croaked, the Procurator grabbed all of Prasutagus’s wealth and lands, including his vassals’ assets.


Then there was that business about caning the dead king’s widow and raping her teenage daughters for whom she was regent. That was to disqualify the girls. The episode had not gone down too well, but principally land and money were the big grievances. As usual.


You have to pay for civilization and for law. Hard times at first, then wealth cascades witness Londinium, now a heap of ashes. Wealth cascades upon some; but not all men are equal.


Tribesmen were not remotely equal to legionaries not even at ten-to-one. Not in a good place like this, with no risk of ambush. The odds were probably five-to-one by now.


Marcus stabbed downward at a groaning body in case the warrior was still capable of some act of hostility. Despite tiredness, Marcus felt purified, as if he was sacrificing maybe to fickle Fortune. Fortune had thrown everything into chaos. Duty, honour, purpose: those were the refuge. Their instruments: cold rage, short sword.


When the men at the front of each wedge grew fatigued with slamming and stabbing, they rotated to the rear.


Trumpets pierced the din, signalling advance, advance. Scarlet flags waved. The cavalry were out on both wings, harrying remorselessly. Marcus quickly checked the disposition of his squad leaders.


He rammed his shield forward.
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After the end of the conference and dinner in the restaurant of the Hinkley Pool Hotel, Tom Ryan had lingered in the bar until midnight, drinking with the Finnish woman, Eeva Pennanen.


After a pint and a half of Directors bitter, Tom was nursing lemonades. He planned to drive home that night to Milton Keynes. Eeva remained on the beer. Even at hotel prices the ale was quite a lot cheaper than in her native land so she emphasized, as if this conferred upon her a duty to imbibe.


Eeva was dark-haired and chunky and vivacious. For a while before switching back to English they had talked in Latin. Tom had been amazed to learn that a Finnish radio station transmitted a news programme once a week in Latin, to a devoted if minority audience.


Eeva had worked for that radio station for a couple of years before she became a translator in Brussels. Not an interpreter, but a translator of documents, from Dutch and English into her mother tongue. Of course Eeva also spoke good French, being based in Brussels, and was fluent in Swedish. When her country joined the European Community, the Finns had graciously opted to conduct all business requiring interpreters in Swedish, their second official language.


With her unusual Dutch-Finnish linguistic combo, Eeva was part of an elite vanguard. Apparently not enough Finnish translators had been prepared to come to Brussels, after Finland’s accession. So most of the document-crunching went on in Helsinki, with couriers shuttling to and fro, as well as electronic transfer. The unions were not happy about this situation. They did not want Finns to be separate.


So what was it like living in Belgium, then?


‘It’s so bourgeois on the surface. But underneath—’


‘Language riots and rivalries and corruption?’ He was thinking about the various scandals which had unfolded.


‘I don’t let those things bother me too much, Tom. I was going to say, it’s quirky. Where else would you find a museum of underpants? Where else would schools have classes in pigeon appreciation?’


He laughed.


Actually, Eeva was thinking of switching from translating to interpreting. How many languages she seemed to know. Her fluency in a tongue which was almost dead outside of the Catholic Church was certainly part of her attractiveness to Tom; and vice versa, it seemed.


And herself too, her lively self, fifteen years his junior! She wore a black Velvet skirt and a sweater with a reindeer motif.


Damned uncomfortable little chairs in the bar, like padded buckets which cramped you tight.


Assisted by the formality of Latin and by the probability that their paths might not cross again, Tom had found it easy to confide in Eeva.


Of course, their paths might cross. Conceivably a client of Tom’s might want some brochure translated into Finnish. Tom had Eeva’s card. One thing might lead to another. Could that even have happened tonight?


Most of the foreign contingent at the one-day conference were staying Overnight in the hotel, so the bar remained busy. Most of the British had left. If Tom had not told Mary that he would be corning home … If she had not begun having the nightmare, about which he had already told Eeva…


Might he perhaps have found himself sharing the Finnish woman’s room? Murmuring to one another: Vivamus atque amemus, let us live, let us love. Quoting Catullus at one another: Da mi basia mille, give me a thousand kisses. Making love in Latin, unlike anyone else in the whole wide world, uniquely, for a night.


Earlier, Eeva had asked him, ‘So did you never fall in love because you had intended to be a priest? Even if you never became one, you still felt, hmm, celibate?’


Tom’s reply had sounded too austere and stern.


‘Love leads to marriage. Marriage leads to kids. I did not want to bring kids into this world—’


‘Where they can lose their parents so suddenly and terribly?’


He had already told her about the terrorist bomb on the Aer Lingus flight from Belfast to the Holy Land back in 1974, which had killed his mother and father and two hundred other tourists, most of them Catholics like his parents, but some Protestants as well, and quite a few Jewish denizens of Belfast. The shocking futility of that tragedy had certainly been one reason why he never married. The incident was symptomatic of so much else.


‘The world is coming apart, Eeva. So many atrocities, ethnic cleansings, hatreds. The environment going to hell. Chernobyl. Holes in the sky. Kids knifing each other in schools. Far too many people jostling for a cake that gets smaller all the time.’


‘If you had become a Catholic priest,’ she pointed out, ‘you would have been forbidding population control.’


‘The church’s position on birth control might have changed! John Paul the First was probably going to overturn Humanae Vitae that’s the prohibition on any sort of contraception. But he died so soon. Just thirty-three days as Pope. Do you know, a lot of people say that John Paul was poisoned? Did you know that?’


She shook her head. She knew little about church affairs.


‘They say John Paul was about to expose scandals about Vatican finances and Mafia links. To think that he was killed! That’s what I mean about evil stupidity dragging the world down the drain.’


‘It’s also a beautiful world,’ she insisted. ‘We Finns have known horrors. The civil war, the Winter War. We still rejoice. When we are not weeping silently,’


He knew nothing about her civil war or her Winter War. Yet, God, he felt such an affinity for this woman.


God? So who is God, when he’s at home? God absented himself when Ma and Da died. And if Mary was becoming unstrung again, almost twenty-five years after she recovered from her breakdown, Tom had a duty not to abandon her emotionally.


Eeva voiced a wish. ‘If only we could look ahead and know what will happen. And change things in time. At least you contribute a bit to mutual understanding with your translation service. And me too.’


On such a tiny scale.


And maybe soon to be obsolete.


This conference, funded by Euro money, had been about the practical prospects for machine translation. Speech synthesis. Smart neural networks which could cope with all the ambiguities and nuances of human language. A team from the German Research Centre for Artificial Intelligence had come over from Saarbrücken to do a presentation about the Verbmobil project. In twenty years’ time, no one might need to learn a foreign language. We would all wear a little box and earphones, like a Walkman. A Speechman. We would all be Speechmen. Subtitles and hypertext footnotes might be projected on to your retina while a perfectly fluent computer voice recited poetry by Dante or Virgil. Lenses incorporated in a lightweight headset would scan the copy of Die Welt you were holding and instantly project a version in English. While you sub-vocalized in your mother tongue, your box would speak out aloud for you in Hungarian or Cantonese.


This hotel, custom-built as a conference centre half an hour by motorway from both the East Midlands Airport and Birmingham Airport, was an oasis set in landscaped isolation beside the A5, the old Roman Watling Street which stretched from London to North Wales. Soft muzak played endlessly in the bar saccharine instrumental remixes of The Sound of Music and in the corridors between the conference rooms. Lining the corridors were arcades of bay-windowed shop frontages, dummy shops to which there were no doors, displaying designer lingerie, lacework, deerstalker hats, Royal Doulton models of Victorian street traders, bottles of single malt, all available from Reception., This whole place could have been a soothing, seductive airport lounge, utterly disconnected from the farmland nearby.


It was high time for Tom to leave. As he stood, so did Eeva. Stretching up quite a way, she kissed him briskly on the cheek.


‘I think I’m a bit drunk,’ she announced. ‘I must go to sleep.’


Not, ambiguously, to bed. But to sleep.


Should he kiss her too, in return? Probably not.


‘So, goodbye, Eeva.’ He hoisted his black leather bag over his shoulder.


‘Drive safely. You take the Ml?’ People parting often talk neutralizingly about the means of doing so.


He could join the motorway just a few miles south at Lutterworth. But he would not do so.


‘I’ll stay on the A5 all the way. It’s a living road, with a history. I felt disconnected all day long.’


He was referring to this hotel and to the sanitized vision of a harmonious world of Speechmen. Could Eeva suppose that she had disconnected him, and that now he was deliberately rejecting their affinity?


“The motorway seems unreal,’ he explained. ‘It’s so separate. The A5’s a good road. It’s wide and straight.’


Watling Street tan almost parallel to the motorway. The need to make driver decisions although not too many and the moderate variety would keep him alert. Not that he felt weary, yet.


He grinned. ‘I could travel faster on the Ml. I know which bridges have speed cameras on them. But I might forget, thinking about us talking together.’


‘Vote!’ she said. ‘Bene habet!’ Which was almost Roman for have a good day. Or have a good life.
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He walked out to his parked Rover. Floodlights played on the hotel and upon a colonnade and statuary beside an artificial pool. It was as if a sprawling Grecian temple had appeared in the middle of nowhere, to amaze and mesmerize passing drivers. A still night; stars and stray clouds. The air was verging on chilly, for the first week in May. Could be a ground frost later.


Soon, the car and its headlights were cutting through the night at a steady eighty.


Falling in love was a risk Tom had never taken. And Mary had fallen in love with nobody since her time as an adolescent tearaway and rebel which came to an abrupt halt with their Ma and Da’s death. Their murder, their political murder – although the elder Ryans were only a random statistic, and not even in an Irish cause. The hijacking and the explosion had been the doing of Palestinian sympathizers.


Two years Tom’s junior, Mary had mocked his intention of becoming a priest, and mocked religion itself. Blessedly, rebel Mary had never been allured by the IRA, with its roots in the everlasting Catholic-Protestant hatreds, never mind the social divide these expressed. If her youthful causes were political, they were of an anarchist stripe. A plague on both the houses in Ulster, and on the British establishment too, and on all establishments wherever.


At seventeen, off she had decamped to London, to live in a squat and sleep around and smoke hash. Expressing her own rebellion against society. This was much to the sorrow of her Da, Brian, who ran a corner newsagent’s shop, and of Agnes Philomena Ryan, who prayed often for her daughter. Tom was their consolation. Yet their daughter’s conduct was a contributory factor to a long-intended and long-saved-for holiday in the Holy Land. As Agnes Philomena explained painstakingly in a letter to her daughter, if she could pray in Bethlehem, a miracle might save Mary’s soul.


After the plane exploded over the eastern Mediterranean, Mary’s soul had come asunder. If it had not been for her behaviour, her Ma and Da would not have been on that flight! She spent the best part of two years in a psychiatric hospital. In due time she came to a more balanced view.


Tom had likewise moved to London, in his case to study Italian and French, and to be near Mary. His faith had flown.


When Mary belatedly became a student, it was of international relations. Now, at the age of forty-five, a little plumper but still a fine looker, with her green eyes and her freckles and her long rich red hair, she was pioneering a module in conflict resolution as part of a degree in politics from the Open University. Since the Open University was in Milton Keynes, and Tom’s translation agency could be based anywhere at all, it had made sound sense for the brother and sister to buy a house together there.


Lovely hair Mary had; there was a bit of that colour in his own moustache. Her causes were Amnesty and Prisoners of Conscience and freedom of information, and a particular bee in her bonnet was that Britain ought to have a written constitution and Bill of Rights such as America had.


‘Britain,’ she would declare, ‘is the most secretive country in Europe, now that Albania has seen sense!’


Tom would point out that despite a Bill of Rights America was capable of the most outrageous secret activities. Subverting regimes. Testing mind-control drugs on unwitting human guinea pigs.


‘Ah, Tom, but in America it all comes out in the end. Whereas here, nothing need ever come out.’


Although Tom was thinking dutifully about Mary, his mind kept veering back to Eeva, regretfully.


Hardly another car on the road. Open fields. A light in some lonely farm. Sometimes you could believe that this country was half-empty, though of course every square foot is owned.


He had made good time. Already he had covered twenty-five miles. He was halfway home.


A sign advertising a country craft centre pointed up a narrow hedged lane. On a low hilltop the silhouette of a church tower marked a village in darkness. That’s the thing about a road such as this: the sense of available places off to the side, even if they aren’t especially obvious.


The far reach of the headlights picked out something on the road. A badger? A tubby Muntjak deer? As Tom eased off the accelerator, a figure arose, jerkily. Someone had been kneeling on the road. Tom began braking. With his elbow he shoved down on the rim of his door to centrally lock, as a precaution. As the headlights illuminated the blinded figure, Tom stared, amazed.
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The march had paused, so that the men could fall out for a snack of wheat biscuits washed down with vinegar-water. Their heavy backpacks, loaded with mattocks and turf cutters, rested on the rammed gravel of the road. Men relieved themselves on either side, where broad strips were clear of bushes. The day was misty. From his horse Marcus could see cavalrymen out on recce. His eyes stung a bit. Damned climate. He needed some saffron salve.


The flesh wound on his left arm had begun to throb under its bandage, though he had rubbed in salt and turpentine each evening and morning since the battle. The cut might need sizzling with a hot blade. He shrugged his cloak over the offending arm.


Mature oak and ash were sparse hereabouts, though there were a few thickish coppices. Willows marked a water course – near a little hamlet of thatched roundhouses. Cattle were grazing. Some fields of corn and oats were ready for harvest, but the village looked deserted. Evidently the occupants had decamped in haste, leaving even their cows behind. At least these locals had planted their crops this year, unlike the Iceni rabble. Stupidly, the Iceni had counted on feeding from Roman larders after massacring all the occupation troops. So what remained of the rebel tribes would be starving this winter.


His deputy also scrutinized the nearby village.


‘Shall I take a squad?’ Vindex suggested. ‘Check the place for fugitives and torch it?’


The optio was a thoroughly reliable chap, up from the ranks, but he did tend to have an eye on the main chance; and looting a few wattle huts by a main road was not really sensible.


Marcus shook his head. ‘We need to re-establish this route as a going concern.’


Hunting down the runaways from the battle as they scattered southwards and eastwards was one thing the word was that Boudicca herself had fled this way, south towards dense forests. But laying waste to the whole terrain in collective punishment was a different matter. Forts and stations benefited from native hangers-on, as regards extra food and services such as women.


‘No, Vindex, all the men need to rest before we move on.’


Fleeing rebels might have stashed a few goodies in the village. However, the men’s packs were already laden with rich pickings from the battle. On the morning of the great day Suetonius Paullinus had told the army, ‘Forget about trophies while you’re fighting, lads. Afterwards I promise you’ll have free play with the British booty wagons.’ And so it had been after the slaughter.


Heavier booty was on the pack-mules, along with the big sausages of rolled-up goat-leather tents and spare javelins and medical kits, round boxes of field dressings. Half of that additional loot belonged to the other century commanded by Julius Lucanus which brought up the rear behind the baggage-train.


Marcus’s own saddle-bag held a precious silver statuette of naked Venus and a leather purse of gold coins.


The silver of the statuette might well be British in origin, smelted from lead by slaves in the mines. The ingots would have gone to Gaul or even Italy. The re-imported statuette must have belonged to a rich merchant in Londinium, maybe some Greek with Roman citizenship. The former owner would be dead now. If he could have bribed passage to Gaul, he would have taken his little treasure with him, wouldn’t he?


The bulk of the plunder from the Brit wagons had formerly belonged to Romans or Greeks or Jews who were now dead, murdered nastily. General Paullinus had been very reasonable in letting prizes be redistributed among the devoted troops, seeing as those items would never be missed. The General did not reserve too much for himself.


Way off in the mist, cavalrymen cantered, gorgeous in their ornamented gear, scarlet flag fluttering. Give the boot-soldiers quarter of an hour more. Then a wave to Julius and a blast on the horn. Once more, the rhythmic tramp of hob-nails. Once more, the jangle of pendants weighing down the studded leather apron-strips protecting men’s groins. Be in Lactodorum by late afternoon, to re-establish authority.


Milk-fort, that place. Lots of cattle and good dairy supplies in the neighbourhood. And also the sacred stream which turned things you put in it to a white stone. Needed placating, that weird water did.


The rebellion had caught General Paullinus on the hop. When the Iceni went ape, most of the Roman strength had been busy exterminating Druids, over in the north-west on the isle of Mona. The General had dashed with some cavalry to Londinium to assess the emergency. Verdict Londinium simply had to be abandoned. Likewise Verulamium. On his way back north to rendezvous with the bulk of his army, Paullinus had collected up all the small garrisons en route, from Magiovinium, from Lactodorum. After Boudicca trashed Londinium, she and her mob would be lured as far away as possible from their regular haunts.


Her swarm would have passed through Lactodorum. It seemed unlikely that they would have bothered to tear up the causeway of hardcore over faggots and wattling which crossed the marsh, though they might have burnt the oak bridge behind them in stupid vandalism.


As for the fort, on its patch of dry plateau protected by river and marsh, probably the Brits set fire to the timber buildings and the palisade. Would they have bothered to tear down the turf ramparts? Those should still be reasonably intact. The ditches were a tangled man-trap of thorn hedge and brambles. The sides were plastered with slippery clay. Today the men could dispense With the chore of digging defences.


A glint caught Marcus’s eye. He heeled his horse, and it trotted. Lodged between sods lay a two-handled silver wine cup. Wouldn’t have spotted that if he hadn’t been on horseback. Some panic-stricken exhausted escapee must have dropped it, or even tossed it away.


He dismounted and unstrapped his saddle bag. As he crouched to slip the cup inside his bag, the hairs on his arms began to crackle. All over, his skin tingled. The air, of a sudden, smelled as pungent as sea-air. Blue light danced around him dazzlingly. Terror gripped him. Could a god be nearby? Nausea twisted his guts.


A thunderclap of darkness. As thunder would have been to the ears, so was this vanishing of light to his eyes. Momentarily he lost all sense of weight or of substance.


Hardness under his hand. A surface so smooth and rigid. Its firmness stopped him from sprawling. There were stars above. It was night. A god had snatched him away and put him here where it was night, not day.


‘Great Isis—’ he cried out, shaking.


Here was a road. Obviously a road. It stretched arrow-straight in both directions. Yet it was so wide. And so smooth – not made of flagstones, but of continuous metal. Or some kind of dark concrete. A road for celestial chariots to race on. A few trees loomed against the stars. A long hedgerow was so neat it might have been shaved.


The astonishing road was cold. Frosted. The air was nippy. Is this the climate of Hades? Along such a road do dead souls blow like leaves?


He was flesh and blood, still. His heart pounded. His lungs sucked in air.


Far down the road, two bright eyes of light appeared. Those were coming so fast, casting a brilliant beam ahead of them. They rushed towards him faster than a galloping horse.
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Tom gaped at a Roman soldier who stood swaying in the middle of the road.


A helmet, with white horsehair crest … Cheek protectors shadowed the man’s face. A jerkin of fine mail, over a leather doublet. Silvered medals on his chest. A sword with bone handle in an ornate scabbard. Elaborate belt, silver-plated shin-guards, laced-up leather sandals, an apron of leather thongs. Cloak hanging from his left shoulder. By his feet lay a leather bag.


He must be one of these re-enactors. People who dress up to bring history alive.


In the free newspaper, distributed around Milton Keynes last week, there had been a flier for a pageant to be held at Woburn Abbey on the upcoming Bank Holiday Monday, right? Tom remembered a blurred montage of black and white photos. The flier advertised a show by the Sealed Knot Civil War people, and Napoleonic dragoons, and also the biggest contingent of Roman soldiers ever to march together since the legions left Britain.


This chap and his mates must be camping nearby. Bit far from Woburn, but a farmer hereabouts probably belonged to their society, and they were getting in some practice. And on the farm there must have been a booze-up. A Roman orgy of real ale, at least. The dressed-up fellow obviously wandered off drunk. Silly bugger could have been hit by the Rover.


Tom dipped his lights. If he simply drove around the fellow and the man stayed where he was or goodness knows, passed out the next vehicle to come along might kill him. Tom pressed a button. The window whined down a few inches.


‘Hullo there—’


At the sound of Tom’s voice, the man drew his sword.


He pulled it out in a way which looked very business-like. Hell, that sword looked seriously dangerous. Shiny and sharp-edged. You couldn’t just amble around the countryside with a deadly weapon. Thank heaven for central locking, though the window would shatter easily, as thousands of radio-thieves knew full well.


‘Hey, will you put that sword away? If you stay in the road, you’ll cause an accident,’


The man called out in reply. What on earth was he saying? If Tom had not been chatting to Eeva in Latin earlier on, it might have taken him longer to realize.


The stranger was speaking in Latin, for goodness sake.


‘Are you a god?’ was the cry.
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The masquerader seemed at a genuine loss as to what to do. Tom’s voice must have conveyed sufficient authority. That, and the fact that the order was in Latin. Hesitantly the man sheathed his sword. Once the weapon was out of the way, Tom risked opening his door.


The man’s helmet-hugged face was square and weather-beaten. In real life he might be a farmer or a builder. Maybe a postman. A cloth bandage was tied around his left arm. An injury from playing with swords? More likely from barbed wire or something similar.


The car door served as a shield. With word and gesture Tom coaxed the would-be Roman off the road and on to the verge.


None too soon. A refrigerated truck came hurtling southbound down the road.


‘Do not move,’ Tom shouted in Latin.


The man appeared petrified by the sight of the huge speeding vehicle. Maybe that was why he stood to attention. As the truck passed by, a cold gust rocked Tom. Brake lights flared, then the juggernaut picked up speed again. The driver must have decided that there was no need to offer assistance. He may not even have registered the costume of the man on the verge. Or maybe he had.


The Roman was staring after the vehicle, transfixed.


‘What’s your name?’ Tom asked in English. The man looked blank until the question was repeated in Latin.


‘Marcus Appius Silvanus,’ the man answered. ‘Centurion of the Fourteenth Gemina.’


Marcus was certainly keeping in character. Maybe he was not camping on a local farm with his chums. Maybe he had absconded from a funny-farm where well-heeled patients were allowed to dress up and act out delusions.


‘Why are you here, Marcus?’


A rush of words. Rebels. Queen. Road. Chariot.


‘Please speak more slowly. What are you saying?’


The man took a deep breath and repeated himself, taking twice as long. This time, Tom caught almost all of it.


‘I am pursuing the defeated rebels. Their queen fled this way. This road is not the road! Your chariot is no human chariot!’


The words flowed without searching, without hesitation. The way Marcus spoke Latin sounded lived-in, to a greater degree than when Tom had been chatting with Eeva. Actually, it also sounded quite as if this Marcus was accustomed to addressing people who were not fully au fait with his language. Some of the pronunciation did sound odd to Tom’s ear.


‘Which queen would that be, Marcus?’


‘Queen Boudicca, of course.’


Boudicca. Better known nowadays as Boadicea. People who suffered delusions often claimed acquaintance with famous historical figures though did delusions include speaking fluent Latin?


Tom thought of the statue of Boadicea on the Embankment in London. More than merely a statue! Mary kept a postcard of the bronze group on her memo-board at home, secured by an ironic dart stuck through the queen’s head. Queen and bare-breasted Amazon daughters, rampant upon a redoubtable chariot. The flimsily robed Queen brandishing a spear in one hand. Her other hand waving aloft as though she was conducting Land of Hope and Glory. The two horses prancing wildly – not a rein or bridle in sight. What a perfect image of the British trampling roughshod over the world, Ireland included.


Mary had pinned up the postcard after the Falklands War, when the sordid truth about the sinking of the Belgrano was beginning to come out. That old battleship had been hurrying away from the so-called exclusion zone when the Brit submarine torpedoed it, killing hundreds of Argentinians, and sinking the peace negotiations. What a textbook case of how to sabotage conflict resolution out of sheer egotism and hunger to hang on to the reins of power at any cost.


And Britain could so easily have come unstuck in the Falklands War. Then Britain might have used one of those nuclear weapons which now lay rusting, scandalously, on the bed of the Atlantic in a couple of shot-down Sea King helicopters. Thatcher the shopkeeper’s daughter had viewed herself as Boadicea reincarnated or at least the fantasy version.


Tom thought about the postcard.


‘Did Boudicca have knives on the wheels of her chariot?’ he asked. Marcus was very likely to suppose so. That was the popular image of the warrior queen, as per the heroic statuary on the Embankment.


‘Of course not!’ came the reply. ‘The British chariots are flimsy things, made of—’ Tom missed the word.


‘Made of what?’


‘Made of thin strips of wood. Made of wicker. They are a nuisance if you have no cavalry. Yours is no human chariot. Metal. Glass. It is not made by men.’


‘But look,’ said Tom. ‘I am a man.’


Homo sum, was what he said.


Marcus peered at him and replied, ‘Humani nil a me alienum puto.’


I regard nothing human as alien to me. That was a line from some Roman author. Yes, from a play. A comedy by Terence. This pretend centurion was well-read. What had Terence’s name been in Latin? Publius Terentius something-or-other.


‘Terentius?’ asked Tom.


‘That is a good old play,’ Marcus said. ‘I once saw it in a theatre in Gaul.’


In Gaul, indeed. Brazen gall was what this man had.


‘How did you hurt your arm, Marcus?’


‘A Briton got lucky. Then I killed him. I put salt and turpentine on the wound.’


Salt and turpentine. Tom was getting the hang of this. Maybe salt and turpentine was a genuine Roman remedy.


This Marcus spoke so casually about killing. Was he dangerous? Was he just playing the part plausibly?’


‘What you need is—’ No word existed for antibiotics, even though most medical words are Latin or Greek.


It dawned on Tom that he really had little choice but to give this man a lift. To the nearest police station? No constable would be able to question Marcus if he persisted in not understanding English. Tom might be obliged to hang around for hours. Did Towcester even have a valid twenty-four-hour police station in these times of economies?


He could use his mobile to phone the police. The mobile was in his bag on the passenger seat.


Mary would hot advise contacting the police.


Tom,’ she would warn, ‘they’ll be as interested in you as they are in him. Remember when we got burgled?’


That had been three years ago. Just the video and TV were taken, probably by some kid playing truant. The detective who came round to the Ryans’ house seemed much more interested in its owners than in the burglar.


‘You’re from Northern Ireland?’


Their vowels said as much. Years in England had softened the edge, but a harsh flatness still remained.


‘You’d be Catholic?’ the detective had said casually.


‘We’re nothing,’ Mary had replied.


‘So what do you do in Milton Keynes…?’ Friendly, but probing. Nothing whatever to do with the theft of a video.


The detective had taken a look around, to advise on security, so he claimed. Upstairs in Mary’s study, he had gravitated towards the picture of Boadicea with the dart sticking in her head. He had fingered that dart flight as if a criminal dab might be on the plastic.


‘That’s just a joke,’ Mary had said.


‘It’s green, this dart flight,’ the detective had commented.


Mary knew what he was hinting at. Irish colour. Rebel colour.


That’s a pure coincidence.’


Whenever an IRA outrage occurred, anyone from the Emerald Isle became an object of doubt even if they had lived in England for years. Hateful at times, but you had to put up with it. The outright hostility. The awkward nervous witticisms. It wasn’t paranoia to suppose that Mary’s involvement in Amnesty and such groups, and in political teaching, was noted in some computer file.


What Tom would be reporting would be so bizarre. The police might feel like breathalysing him.


‘You had better get into my chariot.’ The time was getting on for one o’clock. Mary would be sound asleep by now. Mary, may I bring a possible lunatic home? He had to do something. They could not just stay here by the roadside. The air was really very chilly.


You can come to my home, Marcus, if you will let me put the sword somewhere safe. And your dagger too.’ Attached to the hinged, plated belt around his waist, was a dagger. The sword in its brass-bound scabbard hung from a separate shoulder-belt. Will you let me do that? Will you give those to me now?’


Divorce Marcus from his weapons. Lock them in the boot of the car. Then drive and decide. Hope that Marcus did nothing irrational.


What on earth would Mary say? You daft soft touch. But Tom could neither leave the man here, nor think of any alternative. The circumstances were rather unique. The Latin which Marcus persisted in speaking was really rather persuasive, though there would be some sane explanation.


What if this is some army initiative test for an officer who took a degree in Classics at university? Dress you up as Roman, helicopter you to somewhere, unload you, see how you fare.


Task to complete! Reach Nelson’s Column by noon tomorrow. Inveigle your way into the Ministry of Defence. Marcus seemed a bit old for an initiative test.


Ah, but big corporations are up to all sorts of gimmicks these days. Executive assessment that kind of thing. Are you flexible enough and motivated enough for promotion in today’s business environment? Let’s hunt each other with paint balls in the woods. Let’s play at being secret agents.


After some vacillation, Marcus removed both belts. Tom ducked into the car to pop the boot-lid open. He accepted the paraphernalia, went round to the boot, nudged the lid to rise.


‘You may as well take your helmet off too.’


When Marcus complied, Tom saw short-cut black hair, with a hint of waviness. A military sort of cut, though not a crewcut. Marcus looked about Tom’s own age.


Tom opened the passenger door. He slipped the phone into his jacket pocket and dumped the bag on the back seat.


‘Get in, will you?’


Marcus eased himself into the seat so gingerly, clutching his leather bag tightly. Tom shut the door for him and hurried round to the driver’s side.


The engine was still running, so warmth still wafted. Bag on lap, Marcus was holding his palms to a heater vent. Next thing, he was wonderingly reaching to touch the glass of the windscreen, the strip of walnut fascia, the illuminated instruments.


Or maybe this is some TV or newspaper stunt, Jeremy Beadle-style, for a show or feature with some name such as Would You Believe It?


Minus any obvious cameras? Relying on someone stopping for an armed Roman in the middle of nowhere in the middle of the night?


‘You must wear a belt to hold you in the seat.’ Tom demonstrated, but then he had to assist.


‘How does your chariot move?’ whispered Marcus. ‘Is it by enchantment?’


‘No…’


How to explain an engine? Hero of Alexandria had built a primitive steam engine to open temple doors and operate automata. Had that been before Boadicea’s time or afterwards? When was her time exactly?’


‘It is like an engine powered by steam,’ Tom said. ‘But it burns …’ How would Eeva have phrased this in Latin on her Finnish radio programme? ‘It burns distilled oil.’


‘A Greek invention,’ said Marcus. Though awed, he also sounded faintly dismissive.


Well, the Romans had never been very inventive, had they? Huge building projects, aqueducts, luxurious bath-houses but little feeling for science.


‘Which year is this, Marcus?’


‘It is the seventh year of the Emperor Nero Claudius Caesar’s reign.’


Did he mean Claudius, or Nero?


‘Is that the Claudius who invaded Britain?’


The Emperor is Nero Claudius Caesar.’ Marcus seemed at once bewildered and exasperated.


So: the Emperor is Nero. Crazy tyrant, with artistic pretensions. Must be like having Hitler in control. Mass-murdering, and staging performances of The Mastersingers or waltzes by Johann Strauss. Does this make the date AD 60? 70? 80? Always supposing he attached credence to any of this.


‘Has Nero burnt Rome yet?’ Tom asked casually.


‘What do you mean? What do you mean?’


‘Nero played the fiddle during the fire of Rome. Maybe that was after your time.’


Tom sensed utter menace from this stranger. ‘Do not mock the Roman Emperor,’ Marcus snarled. ‘He is the State, and will be a god.’


It was as if Tom was a Jew who had tried to make a joke with a member of the Waffen-SS.


‘I apologize,’ Tom said quickly. ‘A long time has passed.’


Treat Marcus with kid gloves? To be sure, this might be a masquerader’s way of seeming plausible.


‘Can you tell me the year in a different way?’


Marcus loosened. ‘This is the eight hundred and fourteenth year since the founding of the city.’


Learned by rote long ago, 753 BC was the date which popped obediently into Tom’s head for the foundation of Rome. So now was… He would need to work it out on paper.


‘Don’t be alarmed,’ he told his passenger as he released the brake. He flicked on full beam and began accelerating.


Marcus clung to the seat. The bag tried to slide from his lap. With one hand he clutched the bag and with his other the upholstery. Tom heard him praying.


Not to Jesus. To Isis, by the sound of it.
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Mary woke from the horrid dream with a cry. The bomb had gone off in the plane. The plane was beginning to dive. Bloodstained people were screaming in pain and fear. Old folk, children. Mary’s mother was crying out to Jesus.


Mary fumbled for the switch of her bedside lamp and banished the darkness. The little white plastic alarm clock showed quarter past one.


Of course Mary had never been on that plane but her mind could imagine.


To re-establish her sense of self, she stared at the solidity of the pine wardrobe, the pine dressing table, the bookcase. That bookcase, mainly full of paperbacks, was a refugee from the spare room next door which she used as her study. The study was between her bedroom and Tom’s bedroom. Tom’s own study was downstairs, with a bed in it for visitors.


Where was Tom? Maybe he had dossed on the spare bed downstairs so as not to waken her by blundering around.


She gazed at the curtains.


They were a big print of Monet’s Poppies, divided down the centre. On the left-hand curtain poppies were ablaze on a bank of long grass. Mother and child were coming over the rise. On the right-hand curtain, another mother waded through wild grass with her child. The woman wore a black shawl and a hat that looked as if it had a stuffed bird perched on it. She twirled a green parasol. Her child, who wore a cloche sun-hat, had picked a bunch of poppies. Grubby cumulus clouds drifted in a pale blue sky above trees and a distant house.


When that detective had toured the house, he had zeroed in on the red flowers. He had fingered the curtain.


‘Do you wear your poppy with pride?’ he had asked Mary.


He was alluding to Remembrance Day, for all the fallen British soldiers not forgetting those killed in Ulster during the Troubles, of course.


This fellow would not pollute her lovely curtains!


‘I bought these because they’re beautiful, that’s why. Do you think our burglar left his dabs on them? Is that it?’


Tonight, it seemed as though the curtains were spattered with blood from her damn dream the blood of air travellers blown apart by a bomb. Damn the dream. Damn what had prompted it.


Mary would have to tell Tom about her encounter with Seamus Kelly. Did she seriously imagine that she would never tell her brother what Kelly had said? No, the problem was how to tell.


Dearly she wished she would not have to revive that tragedy from twenty-five years ago. But Irish tragedies and massacres have a habit of coming back to life again and again, like the Phoenix itself. Her dream of imagined terror and horror aboard that flight to Israel insisted that she could not repress what Kelly had told her.


Tom might think that she was cracking up. He might think that Seamus Kelly had not met her at all, the week before last – that it was all in her mind, this preposterous yet hideously plausible story.
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When Mary had arrived on the Open University campus that morning ten days earlier, driving her crocus-yellow Citroen CV, drizzle was falling. The west car park, the one closest to the Geoffrey Crowther Building where she shared an office with historian Jean Henderson, was full.


Later that morning Mary would be fronting a TV programme to be taped in the BBC Recording Centre. So she had dressed smartly in a frilly lace blouse and velvety skirt and jacket of dark blue. Certainly not green or orange, considering the subject matter, which was the peace process in Ireland.


Not wanting to be drizzled on, she had continued on around the one-way campus ring road. She passed the major car parks up by the security lodge what a joke, in terms of Irish troubles, that security gate was: ever open and unscrutinized, with a mere illuminated board flashing a hopeful message about car permits for visitors. She continued on down to the visitors’ centre and turned into the small car park by St Michael’s Church.


Occasional services were still held in the church. Mainly it was used for exhibitions, concerts, meetings. Most visitors parked here.


The nucleus of the leafy campus this most successful and enduring legacy of Harold Wilson’s prime ministerial vision of ‘white-hot technological’ revolution was elegant Walton Hall a few hundred yards from the church, cream-stuccoed with a fine stone portico. Under her dark blue umbrella she had hurried to the Crowther Building near the hall, to rehearse in the calm of her office. Jean was away on a trip today.


By the time the recording was due, the drizzle had stopped. The studio session went smoothly. She walked back to have lunch in the refectory. Afterwards, proof correction of a course book took up a couple of hours. At four o’clock she left.


In the car park by the church, he was waiting for her. He stood by her Citroen, as if he had all the time in the world and could easily have lingered an hour longer, contentedly listening to the cooing of wood pigeons.


‘Do you remember me, Mary Ryan?’


For just a moment, no. And then, yes. Christ, yes. It was the voice. The person whom she had last seen as a youth of eighteen had become a sallow, wiry man in his mid-forties. Curly dark hair. His nose had been broken at some time or other. Wistful yet relentless, his eyes. The bottoms of stone-washed jeans showed under a long tan raincoat.


‘Seamus Kelly!’


‘Don’t youse ask me where I’ve been hiding away from you all this time, Mary!’ The tone was humorous, yet the joke was gallows humour.


‘You were in jail,’ she said. ‘Crumlin Road.’


Serving a twenty-year sentence for land-rnining a Saracen armoured car and killing a British soldier. She was gazing at a man who had forfeited his whole youth; although his victim had lost his whole life.


Why on earth would Seamus Kelly seek her out? Had he been mooning about her in his prison cell all these years?


Long ago they had once made love, if you could call the episode by such a name. Quick thrill on a mattress that somebody had dumped in a burnt-out house. Embarrassing to think about now. She and Tom had been raised in the same street as Seamus. They had gone to the same primary school. For a year or two they had attended the same secondary school.
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