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      PREFACE

      Vectis = Roman name for the Isle of Wight

      Portus Adurni = present-day Portchester, Hampshire, 4m north of Portsmouth.

      CHAPTER ONE

      Cypros = Roman name for Cyprus.

      Hibernia = Roman name for Ireland.

      Mediobogdum = Roman fortress at Hardknott, Cumbria

      Glannoventa = Roman naval base at Ravenglass, Cumbria

      CHAPTER TWO

      Branodunum = shore fort to the east of modern Brancaster, near King’s Lynn, Norfolk.

      Laconium = dry, hot room, the Roman equivalent of a sauna.

      CHAPTER THREE

      Clipeus (pl clipeī) = a light, round cavalry shield

      Hasta (pl hastae) = long spear

      Lancea = short thrusting spear

      Scutum (pl scuta) = large curved Roman shield

      Spatha (pl spathae) = long sword, suitable for mounted combat

      Exploratorem (pl -es) = Roman mounted advanced scout(s)

      Gabrosentum = Roman fort at present-day Moresby, Cumbria

      Dalriada = ancient Gaelic kingdom in N. Ireland occupied by the Scoti.

      CHAPTER FOUR

      Vercovicium = present-day Housesteads Fort, Hadrian’s Wall, near Corbridge, Northumberland.

      Coriosopitum = Corbridge, Northumberland.

      Tungrians = a Belgian tribe.

      CHAPTER FIVE

      Vallum = an earthen or turf rampart with a wooden palisade on top, with a deep outer ditch.

      Classis = Roman fleet.

      Comitatenses = the heavy infantry in the late Roman Empire, its legion consisting of 6,000-7,000 men.

      Camolodunum = present-day Colchester, Essex.

      CHAPTER SIX

      Civitas = Latin for citizenship, citizen community, or a free-standing city-state, especially in the imperial period.

      Dubris = present-day Dover, Kent.

      Domus palatina = early third-century imperial palace in York, probably built for Septimius Severus.

      Ostia = the ancient port of Rome, which is now a major archaeological site known as Ostia Antica.

      Caledonia = present-day Scotland.

      Isurium Brigantum = present-day Aldborough, Yorkshire, capital of the Brigantes tribe.

      Cateractonium = present-day Catterick, with Roman fort protecting the crossing of the River Swale.

      Concangis = present-day Chester-le-Street, County Durham – a Roman fort on the River Wear.

      Aesica Fort = present-day Great Chesters Roman Fort, 6m east of Housesteads.

      Brocolitia Fort = Carrawburgh Roman Fort, 5m west of Housesteads.

      Magnis Fort = modern Carvoran Fort, Northumberland.

      Abus River = ancient Roman name for the Humber River.

      Hamian archers = auxiliary archers from Hama in Syria.
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      CHAPTER SEVEN

      Sagum = warm military cloak.

      Alauna Fort = coastal fort just north of modern Maryport, Cumbria.

      CHAPTER EIGHT

      Bibra = Roman fort on Cumbrian coast near Beckfoot, close to Hadrian’s Wall.

      Cohors II Pannoniorum = a five-hundred-strong infantry unit from the province of Pannonia, the region of the modern Czech Republic.

      Portus Trucculensis = Roman turf and timber fort a few miles to the south of the Wall fort at Bowness on Solway.

      Lavatrae = present-day Bowes, Barnard Castle, County Durham.

      Vinovia = present-day Binchester, small village in County Durham.

      Opus revinctum = interlocking squared stone technique (see below).
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      Cilurnum = an ancient Roman fort on the Wall at Chesters near the village of Walwick, Northumberland.

      Petriana = present-day Carlisle in Cumbria.

      CHAPTER NINE

      Not applicable.

      CHAPTER TEN

      Areani = people of the sheepfold, spies north of Hadrian’s Wall.

      Augustodunum = Autun, a subprefecture of the Saône-et-Loire department in the Bourgogne-Franche-Comté region of central-eastern France.

      Hispania = Roman name for Spain.

      Helena = Elne, a commune in the Pyrénées-Orientales department in southern France.

      Illyricum = present-day Croatia and Slovenia.

      Pannonia = modern Osijek in Croatia.

      Nauportus = port on the present-day Ljubljanica River, Slovenia.

      Cataphract = heavily armoured men and horses, first used in ancient Persia.

      Mursa = present-day Osijek in Croatia and site of a great battle in 351.

      Oppidum Genua = present-day Genoa in Liguria, northern Italy.

      Mons Seleucus = now La Bâti-Montsaléon in Hautes-Alpes, south-eastern France.

      Pillars of Hercules = the promontories that flank the entrance to the Strait of Gibraltar. The northern Pillar, Calpe Mons, is the Rock of Gibraltar.

      Transitus Maximus = Roman ferry across the Abus estuary.

      CHAPTER ELEVEN

      Alamanni = a confederation of Germanic tribes on the Upper Rhine River.

      Quadi = a Germanic people who lived approximately in the area of modern Moravia.

      Sarmatians = a large confederation of ancient Eastern Iranian equestrian nomadic peoples.

      Mopsuestia = a city in present-day Adana, southern Turkey.

      Banna Fort = present-day Birdoswald Fort on Hadrian’s Wall, in Cumbria.

      Cambria = Roman name for Wales, from Gaelic Cymru.

      CHAPTER TWELVE

      Attacotti = Latin name for a people first recorded as raiding Roman Britain between 364 and 368, alongside the Scoti, Picts, and Saxons. Their exact origins and location are unknown.

      CHAPTER THIRTEEN

      Cursus publicus = the chain of watchtowers and beacons along the coast.

      CHAPTER FOURTEEN

      Augusta = fourth-century name change from Londinium.

      Arbeia = present-day South Shields, the most easterly Roman fort on Hadrian’s Wall.

      Stanegate = a Roman road running through the natural gap formed by the valleys of the River Tyne in Northumberland and the River Irthing in Cumbria. It predated the Hadrian’s Wall frontier by several decades.

      Claideamh = early version of the claymore broadsword.

      Scian = a long dagger, the forerunner of the dirk.

      Caerdydd = Gaelic name for Cardiff.

      CHAPTER FIFTEEN

      Viroconium = present-day Wroxeter, Shropshire.

      Uxacona = present-day Redhill, Shropshire.

      Pennocrucium = present-day Water Eaton, Staffordshire.

      Letocetum = present-day Wall, Staffordshire at the crossing of Watling Street and Icknield Street.

      Manduessedum = present-day Mancetter, Warwickshire.

      Venonis = present-day High Cross, Leicestershire, was “the central cross roads” of Anglo-Saxon and Roman Britain and a Romano-British settlement where the Fosse Way and Watling Street intersect.

      Maxima Caesariensis = one of the provinces of the Diocese of “the Britains” created during the Diocletian Reforms.

      CHAPTER SIXTEEN

      Vicarius = deputy to the Comes Britanniarum, responsible for administration.

      Votadini = Iron Age Brittonic tribe, occupying the area of south-east Scotland.

      Maia = Roman fortress on Hadrian’s Wall at modern Bowness-on-Solway, Cumbria.

      Habitancum = Antonine Auxiliary Fort at present-day Risingham, Northumberland.

      CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

      Magnis = present-day Carvoran Roman Fort, Northumberland.

      Magister equitum praesentalis = Master of the Cavalry in the Western Empire.

      CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

      Not applicable.

      CHAPTER NINETEEN

      Coggabata Fort = present-day Drumburgh fort, built to guard the Solway fords, the Stonewath and the Sandwath.

      Wath = ancient British or Scottish name for a ford.

      CHAPTER TWENTY

      Brigetio = present-day Komárom, in Hungary – a Roman fort on the river Donau.

      CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

      Lower Moesia = ancient Roman province situated in the Balkans south of the Danube.

      Greuthungi = Goths from the Pontic steppe between the Dnieper and Don in Ukraine.

      Thrace = Roman province covering present-day south-eastern Bulgaria, north-eastern Greece, and European Turkey.

      Marcianople = capital of Lower Moesia and modern-day Devnya in Bulgaria.

      Adrianople = present-day Edirne, a city in Turkey 7 miles from the Greek border.

      Dibaltum = located at the mouth of the River Sredetska on the west coast of Lake Mandrensko, near the modern village of Debelt in Bulgaria.

      Scutarii = shield-bearing Iberian heavy cavalry.

      Nicopolis = Roman town, present-day village of Nikyup in northern Bulgaria.

      Beroe = modern-day Stara Zagora at the centre of fertile Upper Thracian Plain in northern Bulgaria.

      Imperial scholae = imperial bodyguard.

      Foederati = tribes that were bound by a treaty (foedus) to come to the defence of Rome but were neither Roman colonies nor beneficiaries of Roman citizenship.

      CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

      Not applicable.

      CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

      Vinovia = A Roman fort overlooking the River Wear at present-day Binchester, County Durham.

      CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

      Mona = Roman name for present-day Anglesey Isle, keeping the name in the Welsh Ynys Mon, (Mona Isle).

      Sirmium = city in Pannonia, located on the Sava River, on the site of modern Sremska Mitrovica in the Vojvodina autonomous province of Serbia.

      Alani = were an ancient Iranic nomadic pastoral people of the North Caucasus generally regarded as part of the Sarmatians.

      magister equitum = Latin for Master of the Horse.

      Lugdunum = Roman name for present-day Lyon, France.

      Mons Iovis = present-day Isle of Monte Cristo, part of the Tuscan archipelago.

      Armorica = present-day Brittany, France.
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          VECTIS ISLE AND PORTUS ADURNI, BRITANNIA AD 309-312

        

      

    

    
      Sfava decided that at sixteen, Lavinia was old enough to begin her training as a warrior. For that reason, she commissioned a rawhide whip and mercilessly flicked it at her daughter’s ankles and bare feet. If she danced out of the way, all well and good; if not, harsh words and a soothing balm were the outcome.

      “It’s all about agility, child. In battle, you can’t afford to be a statue!”

      When she wasn’t cracking the cruel lash at her daughter’s bare skin, Sfava had Lavinia running with heavy stones until she begged to stop. Daily, she increased the stone-carrying sessions, substituting the weight with a heavier one from time to time until she was satisfied that the girl’s strength was sufficient. Throwing was the next skill to develop, so she obtained real javelins and had a labourer build a straw man. Sfava’s choice of distance had Lavinia sulking, “It’s too far, mother, I’ll never hit the target from here.”

      “You’d better if you don’t want to go back to lifting rocks again!”

      To her surprise, the young woman pierced the straw man on her third attempt. Sfava, who was never mean with praise, exulted and kissed her daughter, which meant a lot to the girl.

      “It’s now time you learnt to use a sword. I’ll have practice swords made and we’ll fight tomorrow. I’ll teach you all I know. When you’re ready, the smith will craft you a real sword; meanwhile, I think a linden shield like the Jutes use will be better than a Roman shield. I find them so unwieldy. Besides, we don’t want a gladius like your father uses. I never got on with them. Also, we won’t be fighting Romans, Lavinia, nay, it’ll be pirates if anyone, or the pagans on this isle. If I make a good shield maiden of you, I promise you this, you’ll have the best Frankish sword that money can buy.”

      A discreet cough interrupted her discourse. Sfava recognised her husband’s cough and looked at Count Valdor lovingly. The outdoor life of a farmer suited him, he who had been used to the harsh military life, a veteran of many conflicts. It had given his face a becoming tan that enhanced his grey-blue eyes and, although there were the first traces of silver hair threading his blond locks, he remained a handsome, muscular fellow, even more attractive than the young man she had wed back in 289.

      “What’s that about a Frankish sword?” he asked.

      “I was just telling our daughter that if she continues to make such good progress as a shield maiden, I’ll gift her the best Frankish sword money can buy.”

      “Shield maiden! Lavinia is sixteen! We should be looking for a suitable husband for her, so she can bear us grandchildren. It’s my only hope…” his voice choked with emotion, “…now that Caurus is dead. You see, wife, our son wanted to fight for Rome at all costs. A centurion’s lifespan is generally not long. They are always at the forefront of battle, leading by example, and Caurus knew no fear. He died an honourable death, but he is no more. Do you want the same for our daughter?”

      “A shield maiden cannot be a centurion, Valdor! She can help defend our villa against pirates or pagans. Do you suppose that you, Heidar, Inga and I will be enough against a whole pirate crew or a horde of pagans from the other side of the isle?”

      “Our pagan neighbours have shown no inclination to disturb us. Why, they even buy my produce.”

      There was a lull in the discussion and Lavinia stepped across to the villa wall against which a javelin was propped. With a feline swoop and twirl, Lavinia hurled it at the somewhat battered remains of the straw man, to her father’s amazement—if not incredulity—piercing its chest.

      “Well done, my girl! That’s incredible!”

      “Nay, father, I can do that from twice the distance and, one of these days, I’ll beat you in a sword fight.”

      “That day will come only when I’m white-haired and decrepit!”

      “It will come sooner than you think, especially if you continue talking about wedding me off against my will!”

      “My sweetest girl, I would never insist on anything against your will. I’ll leave it to Divine Providence! The day the man of your life walks into it, you’ll know and won’t resist—exactly as happened with your mother and I—isn’t it true, Sfava?”

      “Ay, sure enough! I still love the old fool, Lavinia. Pay no heed. Your training is coming along better than I had hoped.”

      “I’ll hold you to that promise of a sword, mother. I can’t wait to start practising tomorrow.”

      Sfava was a pitiless taskmistress. She had grown up in a school of hard knocks with her brothers and their friends in Jutland, none of whom was prepared to risk jibes from his companions that he had been beaten by a girl. Yet, it happened on more than one occasion. Each victory was hard-earned and measured in black and blue bruises, cuts and repressed tears. Her pride would not let her cry in front of a swaggering boy. So, Sfava expected no less than full commitment from her daughter. That she obtained it with such results made her chest swell with pride.

      Valdor had not overcome his grief for the loss of his firstborn son. To console himself, he travelled to Eboracum, where Caurus had received a Christian burial. His father’s dearest wish was to have the coffin exhumed and transported to Vectis where Caurus had grown up and romped happily as a youth. Valdor had plans for an underground family tomb. He wanted a loculus there for himself next to one reserved for Sfava. His grade as a Count, even though he was retired, still carried weight, so he was able to organise the exhumation and obtain a cart and an escort of four men, led by a centurion—an honour befitting his rank.

      The journey was long and slow and conducted with sobriety, which scarcely helped to make the time pass quicker. At last, they sailed across the Solent, unaware that hostile eyes were watching.

      The sad procession made the last stage of the journey up Robin Hill to the little church, where the priest awaited to conduct the transfer from coffin to sarcophagus. A score of people: family, friends and labourers and the escort attended the solemn service, carried out with full Christian rites. It proceeded with incense, blessings, anointing and prayers in a most comforting fashion, until the door burst open and, accompanied by war cries and oaths, a throwing axe flew across the sacred space and planted itself between a labourer’s shoulder blades. The irony being that the worker was a pagan and only at the service to please his master. In truth, he remembered the deceased as a friendly and curious young man before he travelled north to join the army and wished to give him a personal final salute. He could never have imagined how final.

      They were under attack from pagan islanders who could no longer tolerate a Christian church on their isle. It was an affront to the gods even if the Roman farmer was a kind and honest man.

      The first to react was Lavinia, who sprang over to the fallen labourer and tugged the bloody axe free from his body. The Roman legionaries were armed, as was Valdor, although none had a shield. Still, as trained fighting men, they soon accounted for several of the intruders. Sfava allowed Valdor to kill one before springing over to snatch up his strange long, curved sword, probably from the east and bartered with a foreign trader. She used it to devastating effect and, before long, the pagans were driven outdoors and the church emptied except for the sarcophagus and the despairing priest. Out of the corner of her eye, Sfava saw Lavinia bend to wrest a sword from the grip of a dead pagan. She knew her daughter could handle it very well, but cursed that she had not had the time to teach her everything she knew. Meanwhile, Lavinia flung the throwing axe with deadly effect, planting it from distance into the forehead of an advancing foe. She had slain her first enemy in a single devastating gesture.

      The numbers were now about equal, thanks to the skill and determination of the defenders. Even so, the day might have ended in tragedy had it not been for the escort’s centurion. One of the pagans rushed at Lavinia with a spear and was about to deliver a mortal thrust when the quick-witted centurion used his gladius as a throwing weapon and hurled it so forcefully and accurately that it buried its blade deep in the islander’s chest. Lavinia’s eyes met the centurion’s dark grey ones fleetingly in a smile of gratitude. He was now unarmed, so she placed herself between him and an onrushing attacker. To the centurion’s amazement, the mere slip of a girl agilely sidestepped the thrusting spear and delivered a backhanded upward swipe of her sword to slash the man’s throat. She had killed her second enemy and it had been so easy! Blood lust throbbed in her veins and sent her searching for her third victim. She found him, too, hard-pressed by her mother, but a tall, thuggish-looking brute. Lavinia would take no risk that he might prevail and showed no pity by approaching him from behind like a stalking feline, where she drove her blade deep and fatally into his unsuspecting back.

      She gained no recognition, at that moment, from Sfava, who was already turning to continue the battle with one of the few remaining foes. Soon, the battle was over and Valdor, who had admired his daughter’s exploits, hurried over to her.

      “Well done, my little princess!”

      She loved it when he called her this; it meant he was proud of her. She was trembling and he put his arm around her.

      “It’s normal,” he said, “you relax after the battle and all that pent-up tension is released. Sometimes, it still affects me.” He lied to make her feel better.

      “Lord, your daughter is a tigress!” It was the centurion, but she wouldn’t thank him in front of her father for saving her. That would have to wait for another moment. Already, Valdor wasn’t keen on her being a warrior. If he thought that she had come close to death in the encounter, he would lock her away for her own safety! She gazed into the centurion’s smouldering dark eyes and her heart skipped a beat. Instead, she limited her thanks to him for bringing her brother home and helping to save the church. “If we had lost the battle, the pagans would have burnt the church to the ground,” she said gloomily. “I can’t understand it, they were our customers, father.”

      “Not anymore,” he said gloomily and pointlessly.

      “Centurion, what is your name? I’m Lavinia,” she gave him a radiant smile.

      “Maximus Decimus, at your service,” his smile revealed white even teeth and made him look even more handsome.

      “Bring your men indoors, Centurion,” Valdor said, “You’ve earned some draughts of my best wine. We produce it here, you know,” he waved a vague hand in the direction of the neat vineyard. “We’ve lived here for three years and never had any trouble,” he said reflectively, as if to himself.

      The centurion was profuse in his praise for Valdor’s wife and daughter’s prowess, saying, “Woe betide any other ill-meaning intruders—word will spread far and wide that Count Valdor’s family are a force to be reckoned with,” he smiled at Lavinia. “Your brother was my friend, you know? That’s why I volunteered to accompany him on his last journey. I’m so glad that I did,” his smouldering dark grey eyes left her in no doubt what he meant by that and her stomach felt as if a hand was squeezing it.

      Her parents went outside, determined to finish the service so rudely interrupted. Valdor was explicit, “Lavinia, you stay here and look after our guests. Maybe they would appreciate something to eat.”

      As soon as they went out the door, Lavinia turned to the centurion, “Centurion, forgive me, I have not thanked you for saving my life. What a throw that was! I dared not speak in front of my father. He doesn’t appreciate me taking after my mother. She was a shield maiden with the Jutes—the daughter of a jarl.”

      “Mother and daughter are both formidable. I was just lucky. Would you believe it, I’ve never thrown a gladius. Let’s say, it went well for us; equally, it could have been a disaster. I doubt that it will be a technique I’ll refine. I couldn’t stand by and allow such a beautiful creature to be skewered!”

      “Do you truly find me beautiful, Centurion?” She forced the words out and flushed as she checked under lowered eyelashes that his men were not following their conversation.

      “Astonishingly!” he said, it was only one word, but laden with promise to her ears.

      “Then, you must come and visit us often. Oh, but it’s so far from Eboracum!” she wailed.

      “But not far from Portus Adurni! As soon as I return to Eboracum, I’ll ask for a transfer. Maybe your father could organise it. He’s a count, so I’ll be careful not to betray the real reason for my request.”

      “Oh, he won’t mind, Centurion. He would rather that I was betrothed than a shield maiden.”

      “Call me Maximus. That’s it then. I’ll ask him for your hand!”

      “Oh, come into the kitchen, away from your men!”

      She kissed him passionately in front of the burning logs and the affair was settled. Three months later they wed in the villa’s little church. After a year of wedded bliss, across the water on Portus Adurni, Lavinia bore him a son, Primus, respecting her father’s desire to ‘Romanise’ the family as he had shown in naming her Lavinia, and not Namuta after his mother. Nineteen months later, she bore him a second son, named Leo because she wanted him to be a little lion. As they grew, she swore that she would prepare them to be warriors just as her mother had prepared her.
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          PORTUS ADURNI, AD 328

        

      

    

    
      Valdor’s intention had been for his family to remain united on Vectis, which he considered a healthy place to live. He sorely missed his daughter and her boys, yet they were only across the strait from the isle, a voyage of less than an hour in favourable conditions. He gazed around at the perfectly ordered rows of vines—not a weed in sight—and his smile was self-satisfied. There was always a price to be paid for such commitment and always work to be done on the farm; leaving his livestock and the plants for any long period of time was out of the question, yet he regretted not seeing Primus and Leo and their parents often enough.

      The boys had grown into strong youths, and while he had qualms about his daughter becoming a shield maiden, he had no problem with his grandsons going through the same arduous training routine that his wife had imposed on his daughter. Lavinia was just as hard a taskmistress as her mother had been. There was little to choose between the prowess of Primus and Leo. Despite being nineteen months younger than his firstborn, occasionally Leo could prevail in mock combat over his brother. Both were unbeatable by the other youths in the Roman fortress of Portus Adurni. Lavinia had impressed upon them not to let their superiority go to their heads. “Nothing is more precious than comradeship,” she stressed. For this reason, the boys were popular with the others and befriended the bravest among them.

      Another reason that Valdor was relatively happy about Lavinia and her sons living in Portus Adurni was that he had overseen the construction of the fortress, and while he knew from his own experience that no stronghold was impregnable, it would take a mighty army to overcome those defences. Also, Lavinia’s choice of husband could not have been better; Centurion Maximus Decimus reminded the Count of himself as a young officer: hard but fair and respected by his men.

      Portus Adurni was literally a backwater in Britannia, and the Empire was so vast. The news that filtered through to the people living in the fortress came principally through chatting with seamen, especially the traders who infrequently arrived.

      Tempted down to the harbour by the arrival of a merchant ship, Lavinia invented an excuse to chat with the owner of the vessel. A corpulent man, his belly stretching his yellow tunic to the extent that Lavinia feared the stitches would cede, the trader’s face, ruddy under the weathered tan, split into a broad grin. Only in his unsettled dreams in his small cabin did he meet with pretty young women like this one, so he was eager to chat.

      “Whence have you sailed, captain?” she asked.

      “We have come from the east, from a distant isle named Cypros. We have goods that might interest a fine lady like you: spices, scents and a special drink. It’s made from almonds and orange flower water, you’ll love it!”

      “I’ll buy some of your wares, but first, what news do you have? Is Emperor Constantine well?”

      “Never better! You will not have heard of the recent great naval battle in the Bosphorus between him and Licinius. It was a great victory for Constantine, who went on to capture Byzantium…” The shrewd piggy eyes of the trader studied her face, “Of course, you have no idea, I’ll wager those names mean nothing to you.”

      “My husband speaks of Byzantium, but the others…” her voice trailed off lamely.

      “What it all means, my lady, is that Constantine has united the Eastern Empire with the Western—all under his own person!” He lowered his voice and gazed around, reminding Lavinia of the washerwomen at the river when they embarked on scurrilous gossip. “Are you a Christian, my dear?”

      “Indeed, I am.”

      “Well, so is Constantine, but don’t let him fool you!” He lowered his head so that his double chin reminded her of a drawing of a pelican she had seen in a villa fresco. She stifled a laugh and looked serious, raising an eyebrow, which was all the encouragement he needed.

      “Some say that our emperor Constantine was originally a devotee of Apollo as Helios or Sol Invictus and suggest he came to associate him with the God of the Christians. They say he believes that Christianity with its single god can provide the basis for a sole cult that unifies the Empire. He regards the Christian god as a war god, who brought him victory over Maxentius and Licinius. I’m not saying that I believe all these voices, but look at this!” He took a coin out of his purse, and although Lavinia reached out to take it, his podgy hand clenched into a fist around the golden piece.

      “Oh-ah, forgive me, it’s very valuable. No offence, but just look.” The sausage fingers unclenched, and Lavinia leant forward to peer at it, “Well, what of it? Isn’t that Constantine’s profile?” she asked.

      “Ay, it is, but here’s the point…” Delicate despite their podginess, two fingers turned the coin over. He explained, “See here, the reverse represents the Daphne mythos to indicate the transformation of the old capital, Rome, into the new capital, Constantinople. The deity might be Victoria, not Daphne, who knows? But she is holding a laurel branch, so my guess is that it’s Daphne, and a palm branch, do you see?” His head was almost touching Lavinia’s, and she could smell a syrupy sweet scent of almonds on his breath. “Why do you think the goddess is turning away from the captive at her feet?” he asked confidentially. “Does the palm branch stand for Christianity? I’m a Christian, too, dear lady.”

      “I know very little of what goes on in the wide world, but, captain, you hold proof in your hand that cannot be gainsaid.”

      He gave her an ingratiating smile, somewhat oily. “I would invite you aboard, but it’s no place for a lady. Wait here, I have a surprise for you.”

      He reappeared moments later, carrying a bottle in one hand and a beaker in another. He emanated the smell of almonds as he spoke. “This here, my lady, they call the drink of happiness! It is a syrup made of a barley-almond blend. All you need is to add water, and it’s ready to drink. The Cypros natives call it Orgeat Syrup. I’m fond of it myself. To be honest, I can’t get enough of it. Here, what do you think?” He handed her the beaker, and she sipped tentatively, but soon drained the lot.

      “I’m pleasantly surprised,” she admitted, smiling. “I must buy some bottles from you, but oh, I came to the harbour without my wicker basket.”

      “Fear not, my lady, I have baskets enough and will carry your purchases up there, myself. Here, will you have another drop while I tell you more about the emperor?” His voice lowered again as he carefully poured another beaker at her nodded assent. “Did you know that Constantine has erected a statue of his mother Helena at the sanctuary of Apollo at Daphne in Syria Palaestina? They say it was founded by Seleucus I many, many years ago. It’s a most important religious site, and it makes me wonder…” his voice became a whisper, and the small eyes shifted around, “whether Constantine is the Christian he pretends to be. I’m of the opinion that he considers himself the new Seleucus or even,” he cleared his throat apologetically, “…the new Jesus Christ, but then, what do I know? Now,” he said hastily, “apart from the drink of happiness, can I interest you in the scent of sandalwood? It’s really special, and the oil comes from India. I was lucky to find it on Cypros. How many bottles of Orgeat Syrup? Six, ten?”

      She had never smelt sandalwood but immediately adored the perfume. True to his word, the merchant followed her up the steep trail with a large basket containing ten bottles of the liquor. Soon, he was red-faced and panting heavily. Lavinia told him to sit on a rock, guard the basket, and wait. She’d find one of her sons and send him running to fetch the burden.

      As she continued alone, Lavinia reflected on her conversation. It had been refreshing to hear his chatter about distant places, produce, and politics. She hoped that he was wrong about the emperor still clinging to pagan beliefs. It would be a disaster if he suddenly began to persecute Christians as his predecessor had done.

      Standing before the gate, trying to catch a gateman’s eye, she chided herself for her foolishness. Diocletian had never been baptised, but Constantine had adopted his mother’s faith. Surely, there was nothing to fear. Inside the compound, she found Primus practising archery. The four arrows he had fired were neatly grouped in the centre of his target. She felt a surge of love and pride, waited for him to shoot another arrow equally effectively, and only then said, “Primus, I need your muscles.” She explained, and he thrust the bow into her hand before setting off at a run. She decided to retrieve the arrows and went back to his mark, thrusting the darts into the sandy soil at her feet. One by one, she aimed at the target and smiled at her accuracy, which was not inferior to her son’s. My mother taught me well, and I have done the same for my boy. Boy? Nay, she sighed heavily, he’s a man and soon he’ll fly the nest to fight somewhere, and I’ll worry about him!

      In a remarkably short time, Primus returned with the basket and laughed, “Yon great bladder of lard could barely stand from his perch on that rock. I had to haul him to his feet. But he’s a kindly sort. He told me that the basket is a gift to you and that he could scarce believe that you were old enough to have a son my age.”

      “It’s not every day I receive a compliment, Primus. Perhaps you could practise on me, so that you’ll be ready to win the heart of a maid when you find one to your taste.”

      Primus did not reply; she saw that he was occupied by staring at the target. He had a fine eye for detail and turned to grin at her, “You fired those arrows! I remember how I clustered mine. But you are a fine archer, mother.” He paused and reflected, grinned, and said, “There you are, see, I do compliment you, and my words are sincere.”

      They both laughed, and she took the basket from him, but he gently retrieved it to carry to their quarters. Alone there, his face suddenly became serious. She recognised the expression, and it worried her.

      “What is it, Primus?”

      “Mother, has father told you why he’s giving me riding lessons?”

      “I didn’t know he was!”

      “Ay, and Leo, too. It’s because the army will send for me soon. The Scoti are constantly raiding the coast of Cumbria, and the legion is gathering reinforcements. Father says that we’ll go together, but not Leo, just me and him. Leo kicked up a fuss, but father is adamant. He says that Leo is to stay here with you for another two years. Do you know, my brother’s sulking. We haven’t exchanged a word for three days. It’s not my fault, is it?”

      “I’ll talk to him…and to your father, too. He has no right not to inform me about decisions that affect our family. Do you feel ready to fight the Scoti, Primus?”

      “While they are raiding into Britannia, I do. I’m not sure I’d feel the same about invading into Hibernia. I don’t think it’ll come to that, though.”

      “Wouldn’t it be better if you trained here for another year?” she said hopefully.

      “Nay, what’s to be gained here? Not even the centurions can match me in practice fights, not even father. I’ll be ready as soon as I’ve learnt to wield weapons on horseback better. At the moment, it doesn’t come naturally to me. Father says that it’s the cavalry that must stem the incursions along the Cumbrian coast.”

      I’m only thirty-five, and I can ride. Let’s see if Maximus can stop me going to Cumbria!

      Lavinia could think of nothing else for the rest of the day and went over her tactics several times until she decided that she would employ all her feminine wiles to get her way. Leo need not be a problem. She had an idea for him, too.

      She waited until bedtime to launch her attack on Maximus. Since he didn’t appear to be in an amorous mood, she waited until his breathing became more regular before snapping, “Didn’t you think to tell me?”

      That stopped him falling asleep.

      “What, my love?”

      “That you are going to take Primus to fight the Scoti and leave me and Leo to rot here!” Her tone was very sharp, so he sat up and lit a candle.

      “I was going to tell you when Primus becomes a proficient cavalryman.”

      “Then, we’ll all leave for the north together.”

      “That’s out of the question! Leo isn’t ready.”

      “We’ll transfer Leo to one of the forts along Hadrian’s Wall, where he can finish his training and grow stronger.”

      “I won’t allow you to risk your life against the Scoti, Lavinia.”

      “Humph!” She turned her back on him and shuffled to the edge of the bed, shrugging off his advances. She had known all along that it would be a slow process to wear him down. But she had done enough for one day; also, she would let the matter be until he made the mistake of trying to make love to her again.

      He probably suspected her ploy because he didn’t try for three nights until she had the idea of sprinkling her new sandalwood scent on her bare flesh. He couldn’t resist that, so she let his kisses become passionate before pushing him away.

      “There’s a price to pay, Maximus. Right now, I don’t love you, and I’m thinking of leaving for Vectis.” She was bluffing and held her breath while her words took effect.

      “You don’t mean that! In any case, what difference will it make if I am in Cumbria? Vectis or Portus Adurni, it’s the same thing.”

      “Nay, you will not throw away the comfort of a loving wife, just to satisfy your male stubbornness.”

      As if to prove her words were not empty, she surprised him by straddling him and making passionate love. When they lay exhausted and embracing, she stared into his eyes with an inquisitive expression.

      “All right, you win!”

      She laughed, “There was never any doubt about that!”

      “There are two conditions, though.”

      “What?” She sat up and stared down at his jutting jaw.

      “You promise that you’ll fight shoulder-to-shoulder with me against the Scoti.”

      “I promise. Someone has to look after you!”

      “Have you forgotten? It was I who saved your life against the pagans?”

      “And the other promise?”

      “That you’ll take me again like that tomorrow. Now I need to sleep.”

      He didn’t wait for a reply as he was already snoring.

      The entire family and four horses took a ship with stable bays for Branodunum the following week. From that fortress, the plan was to ride along a Roman road across the moors into Cumbria and the small temporary fortress of Mediobogdum that commanded the Eskdale Valley and the Roman road to Glannoventa naval base.
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      As their ship nosed into the harbour at Branodunum, Lavinia pointed to the fortress, whose nearest walls came almost up to the quay, and said to her sons, “Your grandfather served here, you know. He was a dear friend of the emperor at the time. It was here that he was raised to the rank of a centurion. At the time, he was only two years older than you, Primus.”

      “We should get the horses,” Primus said grumpily. He didn’t want to be compared with anyone, least of all his famous grandfather, who had become Count of the Saxon Shore. He often prayed to the Lord that he would have the opportunity to display his worth, but as he looked sidelong up at the gate towers on his way to the stables, he doubted very much that his chance would come here, at Branodunum.

      The entrance to the fort was so close that there was no need to mount the horses. The family of four led the beasts by their bridles into the stronghold.

      “I need to speak to the commandant,” Maximus said. “You three find yourselves something to eat and drink. I’ll join you soon.” Branodunum was a sufficiently large fortress to accommodate civilian activities, hence the market stalls and the tavern, where they tied their horses to a railing and ordered a meal. Surprisingly, Maximus joined them after only a few minutes.
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