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For Mum and May, who helped me find the elusive lake.
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I’m a craftsman, I’m a radiant singer;


I’m as hard as steel, I’m a wizard, I’m a sage, I’m a craftsman;


I’m a serpent, I am desire, I eat voraciously,


I’m not a stunned poet, I don’t falter.


From ‘The Haven of Poets’


The Book of Taliesin




1


[image: Image Missing]


Memory




All of the earth is made by a song.


Each river, each stone, a different note.


Those who sing are the Mothers and we worship them.


The Singing was before time, before seasons,


but in every generation, there is one woman who can remember it.


I am that woman.


I am the one who carries creation.





THE MOTHER’S whiskers quivered. Her ears flicked forward then back, though neither Neha nor I made the slightest rustle as we crouched behind the cover of sedge. 


She was a mountain hare, tough and fatless, but would give our sunken bellies something to suck on. If we could catch her. She loped one length closer to the three leverets grazing near their nest. They were only days old. But what little meat covered their bones would at least be tender.


Neha whimpered as she stared at our prey. I knew how she felt. Slowly I raised my weapon. I was no trained slingswoman but a year’s hungry practice had given me fair confidence I would make this mark. Neha took her silent command. I sensed her haunches tighten as she readied to strike. 


I drew a plum-sized stone back into the plaited gut, stretched it taut, aimed, then released. It hit the hare’s shoulder, stunning her just long enough for Neha to pounce and break her neck with one swift crunch. The leverets scattered. I did not pursue them. The mother would be meat enough for several days, accompanied by ground elder shoots if the weather was still kind enough to coax them up.


The carcass flopped against my thigh as we walked back to our cavern, my mouth flooding at the thought of meat juices sizzling over the fire. I paused at a branch in the trackway that I did not immediately recognise. The turns and dips of the mountainside were less familiar since autumn had begun to strip the forest of leaves. But where my senses became unsure, Neha’s never did, and we soon reached the crag of mossy rock set in the hillside that was our home, our doorway a fissure in the stone, hidden between ferns.


Inside, I dropped the hare on the ground and squatted at the hearth to kindle the embers cooled by the chill morning. Neha watched me, eager for the spoils of our hunt.


The flames surged, brightening the walls of folded limestone that had sheltered us through every season, puckered and pale, unmarked by human hand, except for the row of grooves I had scratched near the head of our sleeping place to mark the setting of each day.


Our dwelling place was not without comfort. There was height enough to clear the smoke, yet it was not so cavernous that I could not seal most of the crevices with clumps of moss against the drafts. Our bed was dried grasses covered with the pelt of a sow that wolves had killed and abandoned half eaten, leaving me with a bristly bedskin. The short sword beside it and the sling and knife at my waist were my only possessions.


The grooves above my bed numbered almost five hundred. Five hundred nights slept in this Mothers’ place, this wild place. Five hundred days since I had seen another human face. Or perhaps I should say another face of living flesh, for there were always faces in the knots of the oak trunks and the crags of the cliffs; ghosts of my tribe that had followed me, asking why I had abandoned them. Why I had not kept them safe.


I grabbed the hare and stood up, lurching with the light-headedness of hunger. I was thin, but my limbs were roped with muscle from the daily descent to the river. There was food enough for one who had learned to distinguish the edible from the poisonous of the forest fruits. We had fed on small quarry, berries and roots that lay dormant beneath the snow, but, in truth, I had chosen to eat little. For I was full to sickening with what I had seen, with what I had done.


Once I had been frightened to sleep alone. Now I could scarcely remember the shape or smell of another body, let alone imagine one lying beside me. Now I would rejoice to know only that fear.


I stepped back out through the cave’s opening. An autumn shower had left droplets on every twig and blade. A wind stirred, loosening leaves to the ground. The forest was in flux.


I breathed the wet air. This was my place now. I had been condemned to it. It had not forgiven me, but it had chosen to let me live. There was no one I could harm here and nothing that could harm me. My breath was the howling winds and my skin was the mist that held to the mountainside. I was this forest place. 


I walked a short distance, then pulled my knife from my belt, lifted the hare, and sliced its underside from throat to anus, holding it at arm’s length while the innards splashed to the ground. Neha looked to me, cocking her head, and I nodded my permission for her to eat. The meat would strengthen us both and we would need it. 


With the coming of winter, it was time to come down from the mountain. It was time to rejoin my kind. I was strong enough now, I hoped. I had eaten directly of the Mothers’ meat and drunk of their rivers’ water. I knew this country as a woman knows her own body, her own skin.


I needed to know it thus, because I was its protector.


I knew that when I returned to the world of the tribes, the hounds of change would be feasting on their own hunt spoils, threatening new laws, new knowledge, new language that called this land their own. I had been one year in a place where the soldiers could not touch me. Now I had to return to see what they had done. 


Crouching on my haunches, I slit the hare’s neck and began working the pelt free from its shoulders. As well as the innards, Neha would eat the skin, the feet and the head. The muscles were mine. I hooked a thick hank of hair behind my shoulder. My curls were now so matted and strewn with grass seeds that no combing or washing would ever release them. I wore my hair thus because I was in mourning. 


But my grief could continue no longer.


I had a title to bear. I had a war to win.
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My calves ached from walking. It had taken four days to be free of the mountains, and another three to convince those I’d met on the farm roads that I was not a scout for Plautius, the Roman Governor who also sought the war chief Caradog. 


It was an iron miner, his clothing as frayed as my own, who told me, in an accent so broad I could barely understand it, that I was very near to the township of Llanmelin, but that the war chief had not been seen there for nine parts of the year.


Nine parts. The time our poets said it took to travel to the hidden world, Annwyn, and back. I smiled my thanks. In western Albion, as yet unclaimed by Rome, the ways of the tribes were unchanged. I knew these ways, I had trained in them, and I reminded myself, as I walked towards Llanmelin, that I could expect to find much that was bound in riddles.


Through dense woodland, I heard the settlement before I saw it: lowing cattle, striking hammers, children screeching in play. Beyond the next turn it stood before me: Llanmelin, tribal centre of the mighty Silures, one of the last free tribes. If this was where Caradog had taken refuge, he had chosen cleverly, for I had not seen the hill town until I stood almost at its gates. Two human heads stared blankly from wooden stakes, flanking the entrance path. Their ash grey faces were clean-shaven, belonging to Rome or her fighters and not long dead. Neha sniffed at the dried blood that had dribbled down the stakes. I called her back. They were not worthy even to feed our animals.


I passed between them and began the ascent to the gate. Builders were at work on the ramparts, digging a second ditch, their picks ringing as they hit the limestone bed. Llanmelin was strengthening its defences.


‘Halt there!’ A gate guard dropped from his platform to block my path. He was taller and fairer-skinned than the dark, compact men working the walls, and he questioned me with a gaze so direct I could scarcely meet it. ‘What is your purpose?’ he asked. ‘We have scant spare grain for beggars here.’ 


I knew I looked like a fringe-woman. I had washed my dress in the river stones, but the fabric was in rags, and my cloak was spattered with mud from my journey. ‘I am no wanderer. My home was Caer Cad of the Durotriges and I come seeking Caradog of the Catuvellauni.’


The guard looked suspicious. ‘He commands many more than the Catuvellauni now.’


‘Is he within?’


‘Why do you seek him?’


‘I would speak to him directly—’


‘Speak to me or you will not pass a step closer.’


Who was this tribesman to command a knowledge-bearer, albeit one who stank of bat piss? ‘Do you threaten a high journeywoman?’ I said, drawing back my shoulders. There had been no time before the attack for my teachers to pierce my forehead with the dark patterns that would mark me as a journeywoman, a woman of learning. But the sword that hung at my belt spoke of my position. I put my hand to its hilt.


He frowned as he read the shapes carved into the bone. Then I startled as he broke into laughter. 


‘What amuses you, tribesman?’ This guard was beginning to grind at my patience. 


‘The Mothers’ mischief,’ he said, smiling. ‘They give me a priestess wrapped as a fringe-wretch.’


‘They give you nothing,’ I said. ‘Who is chieftain here?’


‘Hefin commands Llanmelin—’ the guard leaned towards me ‘—but he, in turn, is commanded by Caradog.’ He straightened back to his full height as I stared at him, galled by his loose tongue. ‘Be sure to bathe before you see him,’ he added. ‘He prefers his visitors more sweetly scented.’ 


‘I will bathe,’ I said, furious. ‘And you can be sure that I will speak to Caradog of his guard’s disrespect.’ 


With this he laughed even harder and stepped aside for me to pass. ‘He will be delighted to hear it.’


Inside the gate, a surge of sorrow and relief broke my stride at the sight of the township spread before me—the first I had entered since I left Caer Cad.


My wild-fed limbs, so tireless in the forest, began to shake as Neha and I walked past the grain stores, the clustered roundhouses, the goat pens, and ale huts with their rich odours of rotting barley. Everywhere there were people, tending, crafting, kneeling at querns. Conscious of my dishevelment, I passed them quickly.


‘Behind the forge huts,’ answered one of the women when I asked where I would find the chieftain’s hall.


Only when I saw the vast building—more than a hundred paces in circumference, its walls as thick as an oak trunk, its roof a mighty cone of silver thatch reaching almost to the ground—did I truly know I was returned to a place of the tribes.


Hefin’s stable yards were crowded with ponies. Caradog must have been persuasive to have gained the alliance of such a prosperous king. I knew he had ridden the breadth of Albion since the Romans came, gathering fighters to join his war band, enticing those who opposed Empire rule wherever their leaders did not. It was said that his warriors wore tartans from every clan of Albion. But the Silures were the first whole tribe who had knelt at his sword.


To the east of the chieftain’s hall was the cook hut, marked by a white hide nailed over the doorway. I glanced at my blackened nails and turned towards it. The guard was right; I could not stand before a man such as Caradog until I had bathed. 


I struck the bell and a servant appeared through the doorskins, her face falling in disgust at the sight of me. ‘I am no dirt-dweller,’ I said quickly, emotion rising in my chest. ‘I come from deer country, though I am skin to the dog.’ The words tumbled out as the servant’s frown blurred before me. ‘I am a high journeywoman but I have wild-dwelled for fifteen moons. And—’ my legs swayed, ‘—my tribe are all dead.’ I fell to my knees.


I do not know for how many hours they tended me in the cook hut. I was washed then given a linen under-robe and a dress of rust-coloured wool, simple clothing that was soft and clean against my skin. I ate a porridge of wheat and sheep’s milk as a servant rubbed fat into my blistered feet. Another took up a bone comb and began running it through the ends of my hair, but I bade her stop. I was not yet ready to relinquish my loss. So she bound the tangled mats into one thick clump at the nape of my neck and picked out what burrs she could loosen without combing.


When I was almost ready, a noblewoman came through the doorskins and sat beside me at the fire. Her shawl was the hue of the sky and her hair was spirit pale, bound in intricate braids. ‘You seek Caradog?’ she asked in an eastern accent. 


‘Ay.’ 


‘With what purpose?’


I looked at her. ‘To win this war.’ 


‘How?’ She sat perfectly still. Her eyes were as blue as her shawl.


‘I don’t yet know.’ 


She frowned. 


‘But I bear a knowledge possessed by no other.’


‘Of what?’ 


I paused. Had my story been so easily forgotten? Had it even reached these tribelands? ‘Of the Mothers.’ 


She stared, appraising me, then nodded. ‘War has tested our bonds to the Mothers,’ she said. ‘If you can rekindle them, then I, for one, will welcome you. But know this—’ Her voice was soft. ‘Caradog is a man of many weathers. He could deliver us or destroy us. Learn to predict him and you will bring us to firm ground.’


‘Why are you telling me this?’


‘Because I want my home to be safe again.’


I gazed at her as she spoke. An excess of silver ringed her wrists and swung from her earlobes. She was as luminous as the moon. ‘I have lived under sky for more than a year,’ I said. ‘There is no storm that can frighten me.’


‘Good then.’ She smiled. I had not seen a woman more gracious. 


‘Are you journey-trained?’ I asked, though she bore no mark.


‘No.’ She laughed. ‘My name is Euvrain. I am Caradog’s wife.’


I was mute with surprise.


She pulled one of the bands from her wrist and held it forth in her palm. ‘You should wear some metal when you meet him.’ 


I walked through the late-day sun to the chieftain’s hall, where Hefin and Caradog awaited me. 


With their servant’s announcement, I stepped through the inner doorskins. A fire smouldered at the centre of the hall, surrounded by several rings of benches carved with patterns of oak sprigs. Facing the doorway, in the strong place, sat a warrior. He was silver-bearded, though solid as a bull. ‘Come forward,’ he called. He could only be Hefin, for Caradog was surely a younger man. A bald-headed journeyman sat at his west, tracking my entrance with hooded eyes. He wore the bone-hued robe of an elder and clutched a staff, despite not being in ceremony.


Only when I neared the fire, did I notice another figure at the hall’s periphery. He had his back to the room, pouring ale into a bronze cup. Was it him? There was something I recognised in the span of his shoulders, the height. As he turned, I stifled a yelp. It was the guard who had stopped me at the gate.


‘Welcome, journeywoman,’ he said, walking into the firelight. ‘I am Caradog, son of Belinus.’ He handed me the tribal cup with the same proud smile with which he had met me. Only now, at least, it accorded with his true position. Resistance leader. War Chief. The man whom Rome could not defeat.


I watched him above the rim of the cup as I drank. His eyes were shaped as if he had just heard a joke or was brewing to make one. A silver neck-ring marked him as royal, yet otherwise he wore no embellishment over the warrior’s shirt I had met him in. He needed none. ‘I have slain one hundred Roman soldiers at the Medway and many hundreds since,’ he continued. ‘I am enemy of Claudius, once prince of the Catuvellauni, now defender of all free tribes.’


‘I call him Horse-end,’ cut in Hefin, ‘because of the amount of shit that comes out of his mouth.’


Caradog laughed. ‘This is my faithful host, Hefin, and his journeyman, Prydd.’


I bowed, swallowing a smile. All warriors proclaimed themselves, but this man was as sure as the sun. ‘I am Ailia of the Durotriges, skin to the dog, and enemy of Rome.’


‘Fret not about Rome,’ said Caradog. ‘They will be gone by next spring.’ 


I half-laughed. ‘How?’


‘Because I will remove them. With the help of this war god, Hefin, of course. These are our tribelands. They will remain with us.’


He spoke as if there were truly no doubt. As if over fifteen kings had not already submitted to Claudius, by will or force. As if he were not the only man from eastern Albion who still fought them. ‘How can you be so certain?’ I asked.


‘Because the Mothers will it. Because I will not rest until it is done.’


It was dazzling. I had never seen such self-belief, a spirit so sound, so impermeable, that it shone like polished metal. Silently, I praised the Mothers. They had given us someone who could protect us. I could swear allegiance to this man. I could commit to him my knowledge. 


I felt the heat of his appraisal as he took back the cup. 


‘Ailia?’ said Prydd the journeyman. ‘Did you say this was your name?’ His voice was unusually high-pitched.


‘Yes.’


‘Is your township Caer Cad?’ Though I was of his kind, a knowledge-bearer, Prydd offered no kinship in his tone.


‘Ay, though it now lies as ash.’ I paused, suddenly hesitant to confess my status. ‘I am thought to be—’


‘I know who you are.’ Prydd turned to Caradog. ‘She is no mere journeywoman,’ he said. ‘Her story has travelled to the edges of Albion, although the journeymen have kept it well-hidden, lest it fall onto Roman ears.’ His mouth twitched beneath a sparse moustache. ‘She is Kendra of Albion.’


No one had yet bade me sit. I stood, unmoving, wondering what configuration of my story had survived and spread. Did it condemn me? 


‘This bud?’ said Hefin. ‘She is scarcely ripe!’ 


‘Years do not determine it,’ said Prydd.


Caradog stared at me. ‘Why was I not told of her?’ 


‘Why were none of us told of her?’ said Hefin.


‘We believed her dead. Slaughtered with Caer Cad,’ said Prydd. ‘She has been unseen for more than a year.’ He looked at me. ‘Where did you hide the Kendra’s torch when it was so needed?’


I had not expected the accusation, as pointed as a whittled stick. ‘I … I have lived wild in the mountains, and sat in solitude, in contemplation …’ 


It was common for journeypeople to take seclusion in untouched places. It had been my retribution, my strengthening. It had never occurred to me to see cowardice in it. I glanced at Caradog. What would he see?


‘You lived a year alone in the forest?’ asked Caradog. ‘And hunted alone?’


‘I had my dogess.’ I wished Neha were beside me now, but she had not been permitted to enter the hall. 


His brows lifted. ‘Would that I had one warrior so skilled.’ 


‘Would that I had a spear to show you one,’ said Hefin and both men laughed. 


‘The Kendra is Mother-chosen,’ said Prydd over their laughter. ‘None may withhold her, not even the earthly woman who bears her title.’ He looked at me. ‘Your knowledge belongs not to you, but to the tribes.’


‘And so here she is, wiseman!’ said Caradog, before I could answer the reprimand. ‘Are we not honoured to receive her in these tribelands?’


Something altered in Prydd’s expression, as if he had turned a tarnished coin and found its other side gleaming. ‘Indeed we are honoured,’ he said. 


‘Why have you come to Tir Silures?’ asked Hefin. ‘We can scarcely keep our own journeymen here. They are always trotting off to Môn on the smallest spin of the stars …’


‘To offer my aid to Caradog’s war.’ 


‘Horse-end’s war?’ said Hefin. ‘Who do you think provides the men? And the weapons?’ 


‘What aid do you propose?’ asked Caradog, ignoring him. ‘With respect, journeywoman, the Kendra is a figurehead, albeit a powerful one. I would be honoured to fight in your name, but this does not require you to stand at my side.’ 


I frowned. ‘I bear the voice of the Mothers—’ 


‘A long-grown oak bears the voice of the Mothers,’ said Caradog, ‘yet is of little use in crafting battle strategy.’ 


I flinched at the rudeness. Yet his question was valid. ‘I can augur … and I have visioned for battle …’ My answer wavered. I had been prepared to defend my actions. I had not been prepared to defend the Kendra’s purpose. This had never been questioned. 


Caradog shrugged. ‘I have augurers already, but another would do no harm …’


‘I think not,’ said Prydd. ‘That you are returned will hearten our warriors. But you will need to be taken to Môn and held in sanctuary.’


I met his stare. Most of our learning places had been destroyed by the Romans. The island of Môn was the last training place for the journeypeople. I had long hoped to go there. But not now. ‘I have no wish to go to Môn—’ 


‘You cannot stay here with the man the Romans pursue above all others,’ said Prydd. 


‘Let her stay,’ said Caradog. ‘I am curious to learn of her talents.’


Prydd frowned. ‘It invites danger, War Chief. To her and to yourself. She will serve us best from the safety of the Isle.’


I bristled. They were speaking of me as if I were a prize mare at market. As if I were not the Kendra of Albion. In Caer Cad I had been acknowledged as the voice of the Mothers, Albion’s highest knowledge-bearer. Perhaps they knew, after all, what I had done, how utterly I had betrayed my tribe. Was this why they dishonoured me? But nothing had been spoken, no questions asked. ‘I do not wish to be held in safety,’ I told Prydd. ‘I do not wish to be sheltered from this war. I am ready to stand in danger.’


‘Then you shall.’ Caradog was fastening his cloak. ‘I like you,’ he said. ‘There’s a place for you here.’


Hefin chuckled.


Prydd was silent.


‘I didn’t know war chiefs served as gate-keepers now,’ I said to Caradog as we walked through the vestibule to the outer doorway.


‘I do as I ask my fighters to do,’ he said. ‘How else can I expect their loyalty?’


‘I only observe that it is not typical.’ 


‘This war won’t be won by doing what is typical.’


We stepped outside. Daylight revealed faint lines in his face, betraying the strain of three years of war. Though he was not especially fine featured, I saw now the evidence of royal breeding—the even bones, straight nose, strong jaw. His expression was one of shrewd intelligence, a sense of constant reckoning mixed with a little mirth. His skin was pale, his hair the colour of dark rust. His eyes were guarded by a heavy brow, their hue, in the last of the sunlight, a shade between grey and green, a melancholy, hybrid colour of neither sky nor earth. There was nothing in his outward form that claimed his authority, rather, it was his certainty, an inner sovereignty, that rendered him magnificent. 


I stood, unspeaking. Perhaps it was that I had not been with any human kin for so many seasons, but I was unsettled by him, reminded of another, whom I wished to forget.


Hefin and Prydd emerged behind us. ‘We will feast at sunset to welcome our guest,’ said Hefin. ‘Caradog, will you show her to her hut?’ 


‘I must leave that to you, chieftain,’ he answered. ‘I have scarcely spoken with my men at camp today.’ 


‘I can escort her,’ said Prydd. ‘And show her the township.’


I nodded my agreement. I did not crave time with him, but I was curious to see more of the settlement. 


Caradog strode away.


Prydd led me down a street of densely built houses, until we stood before Llanmelin’s temple. He seemed to take much pride in it. ‘See its bell?’ he said. ‘The bronze contains gold shipped from Erin.’


Like all journey-temples, its walls were not round, but straight, aligned to the angles of the solstice, and built of timber instead of daub to keep the sky and its weather close. From each of the posts that marked the outer ambulatory hung a rag of lamb, piglet, or dog in various stages of decay: gifts for the sun to be borne by the crows. A cool wind carried the familiar scent.


Prydd led me back to the southern entrance, where we climbed a ladder to the viewing platform behind the wall. To the east were endless crop fields and pastures seamed with dark hedges of gorse. A vein of water glittered on the horizon.


‘It is the river Habren,’ said Prydd, following my eye. ‘Near to the point where it meets the sea.’


‘So close …’ I murmured, surprised. Though I had travelled a much longer, land-bound route, this thin snake of ocean was all that lay between these tribelands and mine. For all my life it had borne boats carrying tin, iron and slate between the Silures and the Durotriges, but now this watery threshold marked the edge of the Empire. Beyond it, the Romans stood in wait. Were any of them staring, as I was now, upon the silver boundary? 


I followed Prydd as he walked northwards along the wall. Halfway to the next platform he stopped. ‘That is Caradog’s war band.’ 


Past a border of forest, a cluster of tents and timber huts sprawled over several paddocks, fires smoking between them. Carts ringed the camp, livestock tethered to every pole and axle. It was twice the size of the township, and far more densley populated. 


I stared in wonder. Moment by moment, the enormity of Caradog’s task revealed itself. He did not creep alone through Albion’s war lands; he moved an army of thousands—men, their wives, elders, children, horses and cattle. And he needed to keep them hidden. Again, I marvelled at his power to convince Hefin to shelter this army. ‘Does the war chief camp among them?’ I asked.


‘No,’ Prydd said. ‘He sleeps in Hefin’s finest guest hut.’


We stood in silence, watching the movements of the camp.


‘Kendra—’ 


I turned back to him. From this too-close vantage I could see the blue spiral mark pierced into his forehead and the flaking skin on his bald crown. I felt an urge to step backwards but the narrow walkway did not allow it. 


‘We must cloak your arrival in some secrecy,’ he said, glancing at the boundary guard who stood at the next platform. ‘The Romans know it is the journeypeople who steer the resistance against them. If Plautius were to learn that our highest knowledge-bearer walks among us once more, he would hunt you like a solstice sow.’


‘But the tribes need to know that the Mothers have returned their Kendra—’


‘We must manage the knowledge. We cannot pour such a strong ale in too large a quantity. We must distribute it artfully, where it will do the most good.’


I said nothing. I had been one year forest-hidden. Without doubt, Prydd knew the weather of tribal politics better than I. 


He looked at me. ‘You are young.’ 


‘Eighteen summers.’ 


‘How far had you progressed in your training when you were made Kendra?’ 


‘Not far,’ I admitted. ‘I came late to the poems and the Mothers claimed me quickly. But I’ve known medicine plants since babehood.’ 


Prydd’s face revealed nothing. ‘You will need further training,’ he said. ‘With an elder. If you will not go to Môn then I must teach you.’ 


‘As you wish.’ I would do what was needed in order to stay.


I felt his stare linger as I turned my gaze back to the camp.


‘You are bold to travel without kin or companion,’ he said. 


‘You know my story. I have none to travel with.’


‘I know the finality, but not the pattern by which it unfolded.’ 


I shivered as the wind stole through my dress. It seemed that the full story of Caer Cad’s slaughter had not reached greater Albion, and I was grateful. It had taken a year and a season for me to accept that I had acted in truth. I could not be sure others would make the same judgement. ‘When I am better rested I will tell you.’


‘I shall await it.’


As I stared at the camp, busy with people preparing for the evening, I knew a loneliness I had not once felt in my mountain seclusion. ‘Perhaps you would take me to my hut now?’ I asked. ‘So I might ready myself for the feast.’


‘Of course.’ 


We descended the ladder and he led me to the northern quarter of the township, where a small hut stood apart from the larger houses nearby. Its thatch was fresh and thick, and a ewe skull stared down from the lintel.


Prydd stopped at the door.


‘With whom will I share such a close dwelling?’ I asked.


‘With no one.’


I looked at him in surprise. ‘I am to live alone?’


‘One of your stature cannot dwell among the throng of the tribe. You must be held apart.’ 


My heart dipped. I had held myself apart for the last sixteen moons. I wanted to bring my knowledge closer to the tribespeople, not further away. ‘I had hoped to live with journey-kin.’


‘The Kendra lives alone.’ His tone was sharp, lacking in respect. 


If it was not because of my story, then I needed to know why. ‘Do you doubt me, journeyman? Do you think I am not who I claim to be?’


‘Why should I doubt you? All of Albion awaits you, yet you have come to me.’


‘I have come to Caradog.’


He stared at me. ‘Caradog was not easily welcomed here, where the chieftain’s family has ruled since iron was first dug. It is I who have cleared his path.’ 


‘He appears to me a man who strikes his own path …’


‘Caradog relies on the journeymen’s favour to succeed in this war. As do all.’


I frowned. This was not the way of the journeypeople with whom I had been raised. Prydd knew the meaning and power of the Kendra better than any. Yet I seemed to conjure neither reverence nor joy in him. My title was not long-gotten and had borne a heavy blow. It would not serve me to make an opponent here so soon. I nodded my acceptance.


Prydd rattled aside the door screen, then put a veined arm across the entrance as I went to pass. ‘One more word, Kendra—?’ his voice was low.


I hungered to be free of him. ‘Yes.’


‘You are young and little-trained and I would not see you fail.’


I met his eye. 


‘You have knowledge of the Mothers greater than any other, but that does not mean you understand the workings of the tribes.’ 


‘I do not pretend to—’


He held up his hand to quieten me. ‘War has changed this land,’ he said. ‘The Kendra’s title is precious, but it is no longer all powerful.’
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I sat cross-legged by the fire, churning from Prydd’s words. In the months I had spent alone on the mountain, I had questioned many times whether I was worthy to bear the title I’d been given. I had never imagined that the title itself could be questioned. 


Kendra. Highest knowledge-bearer. None could command me, for I was Mother-chosen, the bridge between the tribes and their creators. How could Prydd deny this power?


I reached for a log from the basket and placed it on the fire. My hut was oven-warm. Like all our dwellings, it was windowless, a perfect circle on the ground. Its walls sang with the spiralling red and black patterns of our totems. A narrow box bed stood against the western wall, piled thick with lambskins and woollen blankets. On the eastern side stood a set of low shelves, furnished with two bowls, a water jug and my old clothes, neatly folded. A servant must have brought them from the cook hut. 


This was my home now.


Staring at the flames, I reached into the yoke of my dress and pressed my fingertips to the scar on my chest. The crescent-shaped keloid had grown since it was cut, spreading like a dark red tuber across my skin. 


It was ugly, always itchy, and painful to touch, but this scar had been made by the Mothers’ knife and I wore it proudly. This was the wound that marked me as Kendra. I closed my eyes, remembering the moment they had opened my skin to let their song enter me. It felt like a dream now, or a conjuring of trance. But the scar beneath my fingers was real.


Neha stretched on the floor beside me, needing only my presence to be at peace. 


Prydd had said that the power of the Kendra’s title had lessened in the war. 


I needed to restore it. 


It was true that I was not long-trained. I had not yet given my years to memorising the laws and histories that were held in chants and imparted, over lifetimes, from the wise to the initiates. But my scar bore testament to one moment of transcendence, in which I had stood witness to the Mothers’ singing. To bear this memory was my Kendra’s task. And now, as Rome tore the bonds we held with this country, was it not more important than ever that the soul of our land was remembered?


Outside the robins called to the last of the daylight. I stood up, faced the doorway, and performed the series of bows and arches to acknowledge the sun’s farewell. Then I sat down to chant, running my fingers over my knotted belt to count the cycles.


I stroked Neha’s head when I had finished and she looked up, panting from the fire’s heat. Her face was oddly coloured, halved into night and day, one eye brown and the other pale blue. One saw this world, and the other beyond.


A bell rang in the distance, signalling the commencement of the feast. I re-tied the yoke of my dress over my scar. Now I would stand before the township. By the grace of the Mothers, it seemed that none here knew the story of my past. This was my gift. My second chance.


I did not doubt my title. But Prydd was right. I knew little of how the tribes had changed since I had been hidden. I needed a teacher. If it had to be Prydd, then I would embrace him. 


Caradog had called the Kendra a figurehead. I knew I could be more. I knew I could help the tribes to survive the war. I just needed to know how. I had failed once, as Kendra, and barely endured it. I could not fail again.
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‘To your liking?’ asked Caradog, pork juices streaming down his chin.


I nodded. The meat was tender and seasoned with sorrel. I bit a strip from the joint on my hook and washed it down with a sip of barley ale. It was good to feast again, to taste the long-stewed flavours of my childhood and drink the sweet, brewed waters I had so long forgone. 


The hall was crowded and hot with a raging fire. I had been seated between Caradog and Hefin in the centre circle, closest to the meat, an honoured position. The journeymen and the clan heads of greater Llanmelin made up the rest of the inner ring, while the lesser warriors and their families were seated behind. I glanced at Prydd who ate silently across the fire. He had bowed deeply when I entered the hall, displaying a far greater reverence than when we had been alone. 


I turned back to Caradog. He had stiffened his hair with limewater and wore a thick gold neck-ring with a wren’s head on each terminal. There was no mistaking him as anything other than a leader of the tribes now. He spoke to me attentively, in the correct manner of host to honoured guest, but I saw that he was aware of every movement in the room.


Euvrain sat on his other side, her posture proud, breathtaking in a green tartan threaded with silver. Though she faced away from her husband, her head thrown back in laughter at someone else’s joke, her hand rested lightly on his thigh. There could be no more fitting match for Caradog.


I pressed him to speak of the Roman campaign. It had been almost four summers since Claudius’s army arrived on our shores. In the first few months eleven tribes had submitted, lured by the false prize of a peaceful alliance. But for those who had not, submission had been demanded anyway and not peacefully. The governor Plautius now controlled the southern and eastern tribes. The north and the west remained free. Rome was far more established than I had imagined.


Caradog described how the summer had been spent making small, but relentless, attacks on the Roman camps, burning their fort walls, emptying their grain stores, blocking their supply routes, diverting their water channels, destroying their carts as well as killing soldiers wherever they moved in small numbers through the forests. ‘I have not made myself a friend of Plautius,’ he said, laughing, ‘and he hunts me because of it.’ 


I learned he had been barely half a year in Llanmelin, drawn here by the fervour of the western warriors who remained staunch in their hatred of Claudius, unlike the eastern chiefs who had been too long softened by the luxuries of Roman trade. It was good to speak of war again after so many months without fresh news. ‘So what is Rome’s boundary?’ I asked. ‘Where does Plautius stand at this moment?’ 


‘A day’s ride away on the banks of the Habren,’ said Caradog. ‘But he will come no further.’ 


‘Because the season is over?’ I asked. None fought past the onset of winter.


Caradog shook his head. ‘Because he has met the edge of his war.’ 


Hefin and a few other chiefs had quieted to hear our conversation.


‘He knows I am within these tribelands, but he cannot reach me. The paths are too steep and tribesmen too brutal. I return every scout he sends, tied to his horse and missing his head. We are guarded by the mountains and the currents of the Habren. The Mothers themselves stand watch for us here.’


Others were listening now.


‘Does he retreat then for the winter?’ I asked, too curious to be shy at the audience.


‘He has pulled some men back,’ said Caradog. ‘But he does not leave the front unguarded.’


‘They have levelled the Sun Road,’ said Prydd, ‘and laid it with stone. They call it the Fossa. This is the line they hold.’


‘So it cannot be walked,’ I murmured.


The Sun Road was one of our oldest story roads. It ran south to north, bisecting the line of the winter solstice through several tribelands. Journeypeople from all of Albion walked it each winter to remember the songs embedded in the rise and fall of its path. It was as if Rome knew the exact places to cut, to ensure we bled. 


‘Neither walked nor crossed,’ said Caradog. ‘Plautius has been building his twig forts to guard it. Over fifty at last count—’


‘But the fool cannot man them!’ said Hefin.


‘Indeed not,’ said Caradog. ‘The legions have been pulled back to the east to hold peace in the captured territories over winter. Plautius has left only the auxilia to guard the front line—’ He paused, eyes dancing, as if to give me time to imagine what he might next reveal. 


‘Go on,’ I urged.


The hall was now quiet, all were listening to the war chief.


‘The Sun Road is long and Plautius must spread his men thin to hold it. There are feeble numbers at each fort: one-fifty, two hundred at most. Often far less.’ He paused again. ‘His line is weaker than thread.’


‘So … will you attack next season?’ I asked. ‘And claim back the road, at least?’


‘I am planning an attack,’ he said, ‘but not only to claim the road.’


‘What then?’ My voice was low.


Despite all eyes upon us, his own did not leave my face. ‘All of Albion.’


The warriors began to chant and call.


‘How?’ I asked over them. 


Caradog stilled the men so he could continue. ‘It is not just the front that is weakly defended,’ he said. ‘The province has grown so rapidly that the legions are stretched to control it. I have message lines to the eastern tribes, even those who have long since signed treaties. Many chiefs have pledged their allegiance to Claudius, yet their warrior oaths remain with me. They are weary of enslavement and they are ready to act.’


I listened, amazed. The tribes had always fought for themselves. Had this man begun to bring them to one mind?


‘When I attack the Sun Road from the west,’ said Caradog, ‘the tribes of the east will take up their weapons against the legions.’


‘The Romans will be torn in two …’ I whispered.


‘Yes,’ said Caradog. ‘If they come forward to meet our attack, they will lose the east. And if they defend their provinces, they will lose their line. Either way, we will gain ground and they will be weakened. They will learn that Albion cannot be subdued.’


‘And you have brought the tribes to agreement on this?’ I marvelled. No other had done so in this, or any, war.


‘Enough of them,’ said Caradog. ‘I have the Iceni, the Coritani …’


These were powerful tribes, and among the first to have submitted to Claudius. Caradog had the power of a magician if he had seduced their alliance.


‘But surely,’ I continued, ‘Plautius will replenish his numbers before the next season?’


‘He will,’ said Caradog, leaning forward. ‘But we do not wait until next season.’ He paused, eyes on mine. ‘We attack this winter.’


‘But that is madness,’ I gasped. None fought in the cold, when snow obscured the landscape and nights demanded heavy tents. ‘Forgive me … I did not expect a campaign in winter—’


‘Just as Rome will not expect it,’ said Caradog.


‘Why should we not launch in the cold?’ said Euvrain, slipping her arm through her husband’s. ‘We are hardy to it, and they are not.’


Caradog kissed her and the warriors called and stamped.


I took a long sip of ale and felt its warmth spread in my tightened belly. I had missed its numbing pleasure. It was a bold plan. And had I not come in search of a bold plan? Caradog followed only his own rules. Perhaps this was his strength. 


‘And there is a greater reason for a winter attack,’ he said over the din. 


‘Is this not a matter for council, War Chief?’ said Prydd quietly.


‘Bah! Let the warriors hear it. It will stir them.’ He sipped his ale, wiped the froth from his beard and turned to the gathering. ‘Plautius finishes his term as governor this month and Claudius sends a fresh man to rule the province. Ostorius Scapula.’


I watched him, impressed. He must have spies and messengers in every corner of Albion.


‘They will make the exchange in winter when they believe the campaigning is quiet,’ he announced. ‘The new man will know nothing of Albion’s forests, nor weather, nor the ways of the tribes. He will be weak-footed. He will not expect an attack so late in the season.’ He turned back to me. Despite the bleariness of ale, his eyes burned. ‘This is when we will strike.’


His audience cheered, but the plan unsettled me. ‘Surely you do not propose open battle?’ I asked. ‘I have seen the Romans fight. They abandon their souls—’


‘Kendra, I too have seen the Romans fight!’ said Caradog, laughing. ‘It is a costumed dance they repeat without variation. They fight like cocks, but have the minds of sheep.’ He paused as a servant replenished his horn. ‘We of Albion fight with our own mind. Our only costume is the night and the forest.’ His eyes glittered as he stared at me. ‘No, journeywoman, we will not meet them on the field. We will not allow them their preening battle dance. We will use stealth, and slaughter them as they rest. And they will learn that they can advance no further.’ His voice filled the breadth of the hall. 


I saw now the flame that had entranced this tribe, one of the fiercest in all Albion. 


‘Tell us why we fight!’ cried a warrior from the outer circle. The men were drunk, lusting for a war cry. 


Caradog did not hesitate. He rose, drawing himself to full height until it seemed that his spiked hair nearly touched the roof beams. ‘We are sovereign to these tribelands,’ he began. ‘Our ancestors’ bones are crumbled in the soil we farm. Our mothers’ blood runs in our rivers. We will not bow to another sovereign power on this land. We are this land’s descendants. We are formed by it, and only we can rule it.’


Among the roar of the audience, Euvrain caught my eye and smiled. 


‘And now I am certain that the Mothers bless our battle plan—’ Caradog pulled me by my wrist to stand, ‘—because the Kendra has come to us.’ He bent to kiss my hand, then looked up at me with a wild mischief in his eye, before grasping me around the waist and lifting me high above his head, spinning me around as he sounded a war shriek, quickly echoed by the warriors. ‘We cannot lose!’ he shouted over the noise. ‘The Mothers are with us. We cannot lose!’


I gasped as he spun me too close to the fire, then he loosed his grip and I slid, laughing, to the ground with a thud.


The room returned to laughter and conversation. 


I sat down, my waist bruised where he had held it. Despite the high spirits, unease stirred in me. I had seen the devastation of war. Should we not wait and see the nature of this new governor before we act? Learn of his limits? His goals? I sipped my ale. I was sitting beside the greatest war leader Albion had ever known. Who was I to question him?


Some hours later, when the joints were sucked clean, Caradog called for his Songman. I drew a skin over my legs, readying myself for the pleasure of music. I wondered why the Songman had not feasted among us, nor regaled us throughout our meal. 


The figure that emerged from the room’s periphery, bearing a rhythm staff, was no taller than a child. As he moved into the firelight, my breath caught, and I saw why he had kept himself hidden. This was a journeyman of ill-favoured formation. His skull was misshapen, as though collapsed on one side, and his left eye swam in a sunken cavity. An eruption of bone seemed to bulge at the back of his head, exposed by a scantness of tufted hair. His face was one of the most wretchedly-forged I had ever witnessed.


If Caradog noticed my shock he did not acknowledge it. ‘His name is Rhain,’ he whispered in my ear. ‘He is the finest Songman in Albion.’


I sipped my ale and watched him walk once around the hearth’s circumference. Despite his formation, his posture was graceful and he walked proudly. He was beautifully dressed in the embroidered cloak of a chieftain’s poet and silver bells tinkled around his hips. Usually one so cruelly wrought as this would shunned by their tribe, or given back to the Mothers by death. It must have been Caradog who ensured otherwise.


A place was made on the inner bench and Rhain stood ready, facing his war chief. 


‘For whom do you sing?’ called Caradog, making the familiar preamble to song.


‘I sing for Caradog, son of Belinus, prince of the Catuvellauni, mighty warrior of the Medway, slayer of Romans, protector of Albion, father of warriors yet to be born. I sing more beautifully, more powerfully, than any poet.’


I felt my eyes widen. His voice was as strong as flame. He spoke with authority. As if he bore no imperfection. How did one so flawed learn such grace?


Glancing at me, he lifted his staff, then closed his eyes as he prepared himself.


The hall fell quiet. 


Of what would he sing? The role of the Songman was three-fold: to praise his chieftain, to mock our enemies, to revive the great warriors of the past by invoking their voices. Always the words were riddled to draw the audience beyond their surface.


He began to pound the earth with his staff, setting the pulse that would sustain his story. 


Then he started to sing.


Even the beauty of his speech had given me no warning of what I now heard. 


What was this sound that came from his chest? How did he create, with only breath and the tissues through which it passed, something so powerful? It was his soul unsheathed. His voice was bone and muscle, a serpent, birthed in his belly and formed with his tongue. 


The audience listened, enthralled, as the serpent wove through the silent hall.




I sing of a maiden who leaps to bright Annwyn 


As strong as a salmon, as swift as a hound.


I sing of a maiden whose chest has been opened, 


Whose breast is a vessel that runs with the song.





I smiled. A Kendra’s story. I glanced at Caradog. Had he commanded his Songman to sing one of these ancient stories in my honour? He stared straight ahead, entranced by his poet. It seemed that the Songman’s choice had been his own.




I sing of an army who spread like a bloodstain,


Who run like the soulless, un-kept by the song.


I sing of a maiden who sees not the danger,


Whose eyes wear a skin, though her spirit: not yet.





I sipped my ale. It was not only the words that told the story. There was meaning in his rhythms, his sound-shapes, his very bearing. The riddle was bewildering, yet somehow familiar. 




I sing of a stag who buries the maiden, 


In Annwyn’s dark chamber she finds the sky’s light.


I sing of a maiden who soars as a raven, 


Who sees the land’s headless and knows they are lost.





My fingers tightened around my cup with the horror of recognition. This was not just a Kendra’s story, timeless and oft-sung. This was my story.




I sing of a she-dog, voiceless and buried,


Who howls to her warriors to lay down their swords.





I sat unmoving, rigid with fear. Was this to be my exposing? The poets were tasked to pour scorn as well as to praise. Their judgements were revered. Would Rhain condemn me with this song? 


He went on singing verse after verse. Each told, with greater clarity, the story of what I had done in Caer Cad. Yet, as I glanced around me, it was not condemnation I saw in the faces of the audience, but rapture. Did they not hear the hidden meaning? Were they too caught in the thrall of his voice?


No, it was not this. Although Rhain’s poem bore witness to the harm I had caused, it was not the deeper truth of what he sang. As I listened, I began to hear another story finding its shape.




I sing of a Kendra who walks through the bleeding,


Their dying breaths knitting to weave her a skin.


I sing of a Kendra, so beloved by the Mothers


That they would slay thousands to bring her to song.


I sing of a Kendra reborn of the mountain,


Whose wound pours the song from which Albion drinks.





My eyes ached with tears. His song did not betray me. It took my failing and forged it into something beautiful. It spoke of the purity of my intent. It was my story, but he had created something greater. 


I did not know how Rhain had come to learn my history. There were so few living who knew it. He must have heard, in the winds of Albion, what even Prydd had not. It did not matter now. He had chosen to protect me and I would not question it.


There was no sound other than the low moan of the wind outside the hall and the voice within. Rhain’s craft was a rope that lashed us together.


I stared at him. He was nothing but beguiling now, despite the oddness of his bones. What was his own story that he should wield such tools of enchantment? There were many singers in Albion, one at least for each chief and many beyond, but his was a skill above all others. 


I wanted to learn it. 


The song finished and Rhain bowed as the guests stamped and cried their appreciation.


I closed my eyes in a silent prayer of thanks to the Mothers. For I would not train with Prydd. I would ask this man Rhain if he would be my teacher, if he would share this gift. 


If I could wield song in this way, perhaps I would be worthy of the praise he had offered.


If I could wield song in this way, I would not be a figurehead, a title. I would be a shaper of souls.
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Annwyn




We call our land Albion, meaning light,


or that which can be seen.


Within it is the unseen.


We call this Annwyn.


It is place and not place.


It is another way of knowing.





LLEU. THE sky’s gleaming warrior. He who lives, dies, and lives again. The sun. 


At his first light, I walked to the temple to offer libation. As highest ranked journeywoman, it was my duty to acknowledge Lleu’s rebirth each day on behalf of the tribe.


I pushed aside the speckled mare-skin that covered the doorway and stepped in.


The temple was larger than that of Caer Cad. Four separate fires marked the directions, each guarded by sheep skulls and smoking herb pots.


Opposite the entrance, aligned to the light of the midwinter dawn, was an oak box, waist height, fitted with a bolted lid. On the outside was a skin of sheeted silver hammered into intricate patterns. Inside were bones, blood, flesh and viscera; slain offerings seeping into the earth below.


This was the belly of the temple: the altar. I stood before it, a square of sky visible above me through an opening in the roof. Were it not for this vent, the stench would be so overwhelming that none could sit in chant for the hours that our worship required. 


I lowered my head to begin, and breathed in the aroma of putrefying flesh mingled with nettle and thyme smoke. This pungent soup was the smell of our reverence. I had missed it. 
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‘Can you sharpen this and restore the blade?’ I asked, holding forth my bronze sword. 


The smith took the weapon and examined it. He traced his blackened fingers along the blade-edge and over the carved bone hilt. ‘A good piece.’


I had not used my Kendra’s sword in battle since I had last met Roman soldiers. It was not the journeypeople’s role to fight, yet I had learnt it in my training, and I wished to be prepared should I be called to use my weapon now.


The smith laid it down on the workbench between us. ‘It will take me some time. Come back this afternoon—’


‘I’ll wait now … if you will permit it.’


He looked up. ‘As you wish.’ 


I nodded and picked up a rod of black, unforged metal. It was cold and heavy in my palm. Iron. The Mothers’ blood, congealed and hardened. Drawn from the earth to form our wheels, hinges, tools and knives. I rubbed my thumb over its gritty surface. It had none of the magic of bronze, but a different, more stable, power. 


‘There’s a bench outside.’ The smith motioned towards the back door. ‘One of my students is working there. He’ll keep you company.’ 


The back of the smith’s hut faced the western wall, above which sharp-edged rain clouds shone silver in the autumn sun.


‘Lleu’s greetings,’ said a voice from behind me.


I turned to see Caradog seated on a bench, a bronze disc wedged between his knees.


‘And to you.’ 


He frowned. ‘Do you seek me?’


‘Oh no … I await my sword.’


He stared at me for a moment, then turned back to his work. In one hand was a puncturing tool, in the other a smith’s mallet. A set of measuring points lay on the bench.


‘What do you craft?’


‘A plate for my shield. Could you steady it?’


I moved the measuring points aside to sit down, and took hold of the disc. 


Caradog had embossed a circle border, and was beginning a pattern of triskeles within it. He took up the measuring points and marked out the centre of the final spiral.


I watched his large hands with surprise. I had never known a warrior to have learnt this craft, let alone one who commanded a war band. The arts of the pattern-smith required long training and a knowledge of sacred angles that was closely guarded. ‘How have you learned this?’ I asked. 


‘I threatened to cut off my first teacher’s thumb if she didn’t tell me. I had my axe raised and her hand on the block before she would spill.’


‘I—’


‘I am joking!’ he said. ‘I had a teacher who cared more for a hungry mind than an initiated one. Besides, I came close to pursuing the journeyman’s path, but I was too brilliant a swordsman.’ He shrugged.


I laughed. ‘I, too, have known such teachers. Without them I would not be Kendra.’


Caradog looked up from his work. ‘My Songman tells me you came late to skin?’


‘Yes.’ It was still tender to speak of it. Skin was our kinship to the land and the Mothers who formed it. The disgrace of skinlessness was not easily cast off. 


Caradog looked back to his bronze. ‘How long were you without it?’ 


‘Seventeen years.’ It was a long time to have lived in shame. How would he judge it? How freely did his mind roam beyond the confines of our laws? 


‘I am impressed,’ he said. ‘It takes strength to survive without a totem.’ 


I nodded, my shoulders softening. ‘What is yours?’ 


‘I am skin to the wren.’ 


I smiled. Elusive. Cunning. King of birds. I stared at the place where his beard became sparse, at a tiny blemish, part-healed, on his cheek.


‘Can you hold at the top?’


I changed my grip. With a steady tapping, he formed one tentacle of the swirling triskele. There were many meanings in the shape: the turning of the sun, the cycling of the seasons, the interweaving of future and past. The proportions echoed the structures of oak leaves, mistleberries, and the solstice angles of Lleu himself, but only those trained in measurement knew what they were.


He had a gift for this craft. ‘Why do you do this?’ I asked. ‘Is there an abundance of spare time when you are leader of the free tribes?’


His eyes creased at the corners when he smiled. ‘Because it settles me,’ he said. ‘And I like the smell of the metal.’ 


I smiled. ‘It has no smell.’


He lifted the plate.


I leaned forward and breathed in the coppery bronze. There was a faint mineral scent of wet earth and flesh.


‘Some say metal is all we fight for.’


‘More than that, surely?’


‘Is it not all? For Rome, it is the fuel of their Empire.’
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